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Chapter 1 
Then 


Ned sat at the head of the cherrywood dining room table with 
his two middle-aged adult children, Conner and Millie, on both sides 
of him. Besides Ned’s library, the dining room was the warmest room 
in Waverly Place. The high gloss finish reflected the sun through the 
window as they finished eating, silently. Ned’s reddish skin, from an 
outbreak of roseola, blended with the color of the table. Ned considered 
both his children damaged inside and out; Millie, with a large birthmark 
port stain--a good match for her poisonous personality, and Conner’s 
self-consciousness about his harelip—never smiling, laughing, or 
opening his mouth. 

Ned broke the quiet and asked Millie, “Are you still reading those 
political autobiographies daily? I can’t imagine why you bother.” 

“Yes, Dad, thanks to you I don’t have a political career. You pretty 
much shit on my supreme self.” 

When Ned said, “Where do you come up with these words like 
‘supreme self’?” Millie ignored him and continued eating. 

Conner was next to receive words from Ned. 

“Are you eating enough, Conner? My goodness, your face looks 
emaciated. What is going on with you? Your head and neck are so thin. 
It makes you look distorted. And stop touching your lip. You aren’t 
doing yourself any favors by thinking you are hiding your harelip; it 


only makes it more noticeable.” 
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Conner was fingering his disfigured lip. He felt his father was on 
the attack and so Conner quietly said, “I am on a special diet that is 
supposed to help me build muscles. I want to meet someone when this 
pandemic is over.” 

Millie laughed, “You really think muscles are going to help you 
with a face like that? And you never smile. Are you afraid to expose 
your teeth? When was the last time you laughed? And I am sick of you 
speaking so softly. Open your mouth when you talk!” 

Conner replied, “I just don’t like to smile. I know I have crooked 
teeth.” 

Millie said, “Then why didn’t you get them fixed along with your 
harelip?” 

“I was afraid of the surgery, and Dad said I didn’t need it. And if I 
had braces it would just be another thing kids would have made fun of.” 

Millie looked at Ned and said, “I never understood how you could 
have let your son go around the way he looked when it could easily 
have been corrected. And Conner, what is this deal with you looking 
tan all the time? It looks like you’re wearing makeup. And you’re an 
adult; you should get your teeth fixed.” 

Ned said, “Shut up, Millie. Your brother is good-looking enough. I 
don’t see men lined up to date you. Maybe your reputation as a biter is a 
turnoff. And you're getting a tummy too. You should give some of that 
fat to your brother.” 

It felt like the birthmark port stain on Millie’s neck was on fire and 
only using her hands could stop the itching. 

“Yeh, Dad, maybe I should bite you and you would shut up.” 

“Why am I not surprised? You are still like your mother. You know, 
I’m tired of you guys’ bitching. I thought things were going to change 


when you moved back home. Conner, can you go find Asher and tell 
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him to take away the dishes? It’s making me nauseous looking at these 
dirty plates or maybe it’s just looking at both of you.” 
ok 2k KKK ok KKK 

Riley wanted to take his laptop and throw it out the window of his 
study. Isn’t that what authors did in movies (The Shining) and television 
(Sex in the City) when they had writer’s block? Rip the paper out of their 
Remington typewriter and destroying their flawed creation! Why did 
he think that using his years as a fraud investigator to write a bestseller 
based on his cases would be effortless? This career change after retiring 
had been a disaster. 

He hated the word retire because the reality was his boss telling 
Riley, “I know you’ve been dealing with the death of your mother, but 
your work has gotten sloppy. It’s been a year since she passed. You seem 
distracted. And I know I’m not supposed to talk about age, but this job 
is very physical. You’re over sixty. Have you thought about retiring? 
You know we are offering early retirements with a cash bonus, plus paid 
healthcare for the rest of your life. Think about it. I know it’s a cliché, 
but you should be enjoying your golden years.” 

But Riley put off a decision until the department began downsizing, 
and his health started failing. Despite his seniority of thirty years, he 
got caught in the headwinds of layoffs and missed the early retirement 
perks. 

Riley had become an expert procrastinator. His brain found 
comfort in telling himself: You need another cup of coffee. You have been 
sitting too long and need a break. Oh God, you have something in your 
eye—better call your ophthalmologist. The only exercise that came close 
to inspiring his writing was his walk on Ashton Road. 

In a sea of condominiums on Ashton Road, the lonely single-family 


grand mansion, Waverly Place, built in another time, was out of place 
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with the buildings surrounding it. Waverly Place cried, “Don’t let me 
be swallowed up.” Unlike the other buildings that overpowered the 
sidewalk-aligned oak trees, Waverly Place was set back in a dense forest. 
Leaves carpeted the grounds year-round and smothered the grass. Yet 
the shredded leaves kept the soil moist and roots warm and prevented 
weeds from germinating, ultimately becoming organic compost. 

Riley enjoyed the sounds of the crackling as he walked past Waverly 
Place on Sunday mornings. The accomplishment of sauntering unaided 
made Riley forget how his body had become brittle like the leaves. His 
doctor had said, “You have early osteoporosis; lifestyle changes, diet, 
exercise, and a yearly injection will stop any further bone loss and may, 
in fact, reverse some of the effects.” 

As Riley had aged, he felt like his skin was covered with crust, all 
dried out. No matter how much moisturizer he applied to his eyebrows, 
elbows, and feet, dried patches returned with a vengeance. When he 
turned sixty, he had lost his sense of smell, but that musty-sweet odor of 
decaying fallen leaves remained embedded. Along with not being able 
to detect aroma, Riley’s taste buds were on permanent holiday. Weight 
loss was the only beneficial outcome because the joy of eating was gone. 
The memories of the smells associated with his mother, the oatmeal 
milk honey soap she used, had faded. 

He hoped his walks would jump-start his creativity. The Ashton 
Neighborhood Association (ANA) had become a guardian angel to 
the crown jewel, Waverly Place, which had withstood land developers. 
Built by the architect, Laura Flanagan, a West Ashton resident, the 
rustic cabin-looking house covered with distressed wood gave it a 
natural, rough and aged appearance. Ned Waverly had bought the place 
in 1960, its first and only owner for close to 60 years. As Riley passed 
the house, he heard Ned’s voice. 


“Hey, Riley. Can you come back, I wanted to ask you something.” 
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He had been friends with Ned since 1980. Surprisingly, it was 
their thriftiness that solidified their friendship. All it took was for them 
bumping into each other at the 99 Cent Store and declaring in unison, 
“What are you doing here?” They had a running contest as to who saved 
the most at Ralphs, who got the biggest discount at the Robinson May, 
or who got free upgrades when flying. 

After the fire that had killed Riley’s father and brother, Ned 
provided an unlimited stay at Waverly Place until Riley could get his 
mother resettled. When the police came up empty-handed about the 
arsonist, Ned offered to pay for a private detective to pursue the case. 
And with the death of Riley’s mother, Ned helped him with funeral 
arrangements including having Riley as an extended guest. Despite how 
abusive Ned acted with his own children, Riley found him to be a saint 
in their relationship. Caring for the Waverly cat, when Ned’s daughter 
Millie took a vacation once a year, was one of Riley’s paybacks. Ned 
hated cats and refused to care for the beast when Millie was absent from 
Waverly Place. Additionally, when Ned was on holiday, Riley would 


house sit. 


Chapter 2 
Riley-Now 


In January 2021, Riley’s daily walk had a new purpose. The 
unsightly pile of Los Angeles Times and a pile of Amazon boxes on the 
welcome mat of Waverly Place was the trigger point for Riley to solve 
the mystery of the tomb-like house. In the past, he would have used 
this type of mystery as a jumping-off idea for a novel, but he had given 
up writing after three failed attempts. 

The mail slot jutting out of the red cedar door stuffed with 
envelopes ready to burst created further spookiness. Riley knew the 
preponderance of the flyers were from realtors offering zillions of dollars 
to purchase Waverly Place or were notifications from the state about 
converting the house to affordable housing for the homeless. 

If their longstanding mailman, Trevor, worked the street, he 
would have been proactive about the mail, checking up on the owners 
or keeping the excess mail at the post office. Trevor had been their 
resident delivery man for thirty years and abruptly stopped ten years 
before. No explanation. The replacement was a Millennial, who wore 
earbuds and never spoke. And if a dog was unleashed, the letter carrier 
refused to deliver the mail, unlike Trevor who had a reputation as a dog 
whisperer. Trevor could calm any size dog, from a German shepherd to 
a beagle. 

When he pushed the buzzer, Riley was not sure it worked. He 
tried the knocker but in a 3,000-square feet house, it was unlikely the 


tenants would hear it. So, Riley resorted to plan B. Each resident on the 
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block had provided a key to the Ashton Neighborhood Association for 
emergency entrance. Riley had checked the Waverly Place registration 
on file with the association to ensure that there was no security alarm. 
No barking was another good omen that he wouldn’t be attacked by a 
wild animal. His thought processes felt like he was having a reunion 
with his profession as a fraud investigator —a passion he had been 
lacking since retirement. 

Still, Riley felt like a thief breaking and entering. He knew 
Ned’s adult children lived with him, and he worried about making an 
unannounced visit in the unlikely event that they were armed. But 
the towering newspapers and untouched mail initiated his suspicions. 
Riley nearly tripped when he stepped over the supermarket ads, People 
magazines, and junk mail scattered in the entryway. 

After an unanswered, “Is anyone home?” Riley proceeded to move 
beyond the entrance hall into the living room. The drop in temperature 
from the outside balminess along with a spoonful of apprehension 
brought a chilly vibration to his bones. But when he saw the main 
room, he thought he was in a nightmarish Architectural Digest home. 
It felt like the olive, dark green and russet colors were dripping from 
the beams, fireplace mantel, built-in shelves and wood wainscots. The 
straight-line colonial craftsman-looking ornamental-free furniture 
and decorations didn’t express any warmth. It had that museum 
quality, everything-in-its-place, no-one-lived-here, atmosphere. Riley 
wondered if Ned was planning on selling, and if it had been staged by a 
real estate broker with no taste. Thirty years of fraud investigator work 
had made him hyper-sensitive to surroundings and what kind of clues 
they represented. 

The bedrooms were on the second floor, and Riley carefully 
climbed the oak stairs that felt either varnished or waxed because of 


the slipperiness on his Reebok sneakers. He was tempted to use the 
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wheelchair lift but a sense of pride about his own mobility stopped him. 
The sun beaming through the skylight at the top of the stairs greeted 
him, and it made the chill he had felt on the first floor dissipate, 
different from the dark and dank first floor. 

When Riley stared at the doors in the hallway, he was reminded 
of the Rabbit Hole from Alice in Wonderland, where all the doors were 
locked except the single miniature door where Alice would have to 
shrink in order to pass through. In Waverly Place, only one door was 
left open. With trepidation, he squeezed himself into the darkened and 
quiet room. Riley recognized that the woman lying on her side, in bed, 
was Ned’s daughter, Millie. The way her long yellow-brown hair was 
draped down her back gave her a lion quality. Riley couldn’t believe 
that Ned’s son, Conner, was Millie’s sibling. She was an exploding force 
while Conner had a skeleton’s personality. 

Because of the way the light exposed Millie, Riley hadn’t realized 
how large the port birthmark on her neck was. On the nightstand sat a 
stainless-steel canister that was part of an inhaler -- a familiar item that 
his asthmatic mother, Edith, had used. Near the canister were paper 
cups filled with tomato juice, coffee and milk, like the drinks that Edith 
had consumed to ward off an asthmatic attack. He laughed to himself, 
thinking again about the reference in Alice in Wonderland where Alice 
finds a potion that says, Drink Me. 

Millie was napping in her bedroom’s serenity. Rather than disturb 
her vocally or nudge her, Riley decided to open the blinds. The way the 
sun seeped between the wood slats looked like rainbow gems dancing 
upon the bedroom wall, and Riley’s eyes wanted to applaud the effect. 

As Riley moved closer to the bed, he noticed a brown stain on the 
linen. Upon a closer inspection of Millie’s face, the eyes were protruding 


and dried-up saliva was coming from her mouth. Riley backed away 
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when he saw her blue fingernails and realized that Millie might be dead. 
Riley had never seen a dead body before. 

If he could vomit, this would be a perfect time. The sweat from his 
underarms felt like he’d been drenched in a downpour. He struggled to 
find his cell phone so he could call 911, but his brain fogged up. Once 
the sweating subsided, he left the enclave that had turned into a death 
crypt. His mental clarity returned in the hallway, but the cell coverage 
was weak. He proceeded to walk downstairs until he felt a sudden urge 
to urinate. 

Riley had never seen the second floor and didn’t know where the 
bathrooms were. When he stayed at Waverly Place with his mother, the 
guest room was on the first floor. Ned had told him, “I would prefer you 
not come upstairs. Everything you need is in the guest room.” 

Riley hoped to pick the correct closed door that would open to the 
upstairs bathroom like he was a contestant on the television game show 
Let’s Make a Deal. Of course, he didn’t care about a hidden $20,000 
prize behind the door, only a toilet to relieve himself. 

When the door opened, a gong went off in his head informing 
him that he had made the wrong choice—no toilet. Because there 
was a hospital bed, it would have been Ned’s bedroom. Ned’s second 
stroke two years ago had left him partially incapacitated. During his 
recuperation, Ned told Riley, “I can’t believe that even with both kids 
living here, they are pretty useless helping me, let alone keeping this 
place running. It was a good omen that I hired Asher. He’s not only a 
handyman, but he cooks meals, does housekeeping, and is a gardener. 
And he’s a wiz keeping track of my medications. I even let him work on 
my finances—balancing my checking account and verifying credit card 
purchases. He helps me shower. If I have accidents, he cleans them up 


without complaining. He never berates me. When I ask Millie, she just 
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looks at me and says why can’t Asher do it? And Conner is in his own 
fantasy world—always working on his muscles as if they would disappear 
if he stopped working out. I think he is overdoing it. He keeps getting 
thinner. He hardly leaves his room. I worry about him. And they both 
complain about being tired, and I’m the only one with diabetes. I think 
they are just plain lazy.” 

Riley was surprised that Ned still had his two grown children living 
with him. He knew Ned could be a bully; why Millie and Conner would 
subject themselves to his abuse was a puzzlement. And this Asher was 
a mystery to the community. His fifty-year-old face was a blank slate— 
never revealing any emotion—and his skin had no wrinkles. Asher took 
privacy to an extreme, rarely speaking more than a few words when 
greeted. His skin was so light that he could be defined as an albino. But 
it was Asher’s cold blue eyes that had a hypnotic gaze like Rasputin’s 
and were responsible for his most identifiable feature. 

Riley acknowledged that the empty bed meant that Ned might be 
in the bathroom. Riley’s curiosity bumped up again, and he called out, 
“Ned, are you in the bathroom? I don’t want to disturb you.” No answer 
caused Riley to proceed with caution until he heard a sound coming 
from an open door opposite the bedroom. The six-by-seven-foot-wide 
room, barely large enough for a twin bed and writing desk with 
no windows and a sliver of a closet, looked like a prison to Riley. It 
reminded him of a maid’s room and because of its proximity to Ned’s 
bedroom, his instincts told him that it would be where Asher resided. 
The room was as lifeless as Millie’s body. The bedspread, desk, walls 
and desk chair were so white and albino-looking that Asher would 
have dissolved into the background and become invisible. Before Riley 
left the barren room, he noticed a single sheet of paper on the desk— 
the only sign that someone actually lived in this miniature bedroom. 


Riley was bewildered when he saw a row of inhalers on the end table by 
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Asher’s bed. Years ago, Ned had told him about Millie’s asthma, but 
they should have been in Millie’s room, not Asher’s. 

Riley couldn’t stop himself from reading the letter of instructions— 
this type of snooping was ingrained in his personality and part of his job 
description. Thank goodness his urinary urge had passed. 

1. Trash is picked up every Tuesday. Make sure you move the trash 
bins to the sidewalk the night before and, of course, once they’ve been 
picked up, move them back to the garage. 

2. Millie, keep an inventory of your father’s pills. I’ve set them out 
for you with the time he should take them and with or without food. 
The insulin cartridges are laid out on your father’s bureau, and in the 
event that I don’t return for more than 30 days, there are additional 
vials in the refrigerator. You'll also need to help your father with dressing 
and showering, etc. And, you know, those B-12 shots that I was giving 
Conner? He’ll explain how to do it. Should be easy. I tried teaching 
him how to do it himself, but you know how that goes. And please, be 
careful with the medication. I can’t remember if you need glasses for 
reading, but if you do, use them. I have almost made mistakes when I 
was not wearing my reading glasses. 

3. Conner, I’m leaving you in charge of cooking and keeping the 
kitchen clean. The fridge is fully stocked. Plus, the pantry has enough 
canned chicken and tuna and fruit to last you for more than a month. 
Frozen vegetables in the freezer, too. You shouldn’t need to go to the 
store. Of course, you can always order stuff online. 

4. You guys have my cell phone number in case there is an 
emergency. I am hoping that you are no longer contagious and test 
negative in less than two weeks, and I can return to my duties. I consider 
myself part of the family, and your concern about me possibly getting 
infected if I stayed humbles me. I thought we were through with the 


worst of the pandemic. 
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Riley deduced that Ned and his offspring had been infected with 
the virus and asked Asher to move out until they got better. But why 
didn’t Asher just quarantine himself rather than take such a drastic step 
of relocating? Riley paused for a moment when a flash of hypochondria 
hit him. My goodness, here I am in this house where the virus infected three 
people. I’m not even wearing a mask. I’ve been breathing the air and touching 
Millie. I have no idea whether you can get infected by someone who has died. 
Riley had not completely accepted the scientific findings that the virus 
was only spread by the air, and it was rare to get infected by surface germs. 
Riley’s brain sputtered and his vision blurred. He was on information 
overload from witnessing Millie’s dead body. As he stumbled out of the 
pigeonhole room, his feet lost traction and he almost fell. 

As Riley moved back into Ned’s bedroom, his bladder signaled a 
warning message necessitating a quick return to the opposite end of the 
main room where he hoped to find relief. 

Once Riley found Ned’s bathroom, he saw Ned on the floor 
hugging the toilet bowl. Because of the silence, Riley hoped that Ned 
had passed out and that shaking him would rouse him. When Riley saw 
that Ned had soiled himself and was rigid, Riley was on the brink of 
fainting. His brain stopped functioning; he could not process another 
death. 

It was enough for Riley to regurgitate. A portion of his breakfast 
flooded his mouth. But when his nausea didn’t subside after he 
swallowed the bile, he crumbled to the white tiled floor and joined a 
lifeless Ned. Riley’s scream after he fell against the cold frame of Ned’s 
body scorched his vocal cords. If Ned’s dead body hadn’t broken his 
fall, Riley would have fractured his own body. He shivered from Ned’s 
staring eyes, and the way blood vessels were visible on his face like he 
was blushing. The shriek resuscitated Riley and gave him the energy to 


jump up. His brain was on fire with thoughts: I can’t believe my friend is 
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dead. I should have known something was wrong when I had not seen him 
in three weeks. He’s really my only friend, especially since my mom died. 
What happened to 911? Oh no, there is no cell coverage to call 911. How is 
it possible that both Ned and Millie are dead? Is it the virus? Something bad in 
the air? I need to try 911 again and the police. Oh God, I’ve got to pee and I 
don’t want to urinate with Ned’s dead body around the toilet. 

While Riley stood in the hallway trying to decide which door to 
pick, he attempted to use the cell phone again. This time it sprang to 
life enabling him to contact 911. Even though the spotty coverage 
died at the end of the call, he felt a sense of accomplishment. Riley 
was convinced his luck was changing as he picked the door on the 
right. 

He mustered an “Oh, shit” after opening the hallway door on the 
left and saw another bedroom. It would have been Conner’s because of 
the weight machine in the center of the room that looked like a torture 
device with pulleys and presses along with a running machine. 

When Riley heard what sounded like a steak sizzling on a grill, 
he gasped to himself, What is going on? Am I losing my mind? Hearing 
things? Or is there someone else in the house? His gasp was followed by the 
sensation of a brush rubbing against his legs. Before he had a reprise 
of shrieking, something darted across the room. Riley recognized the 
growling and meowing that reminded him of his old cat, Justine, who 
had died the previous year. 

The loud meowing that sounded like a baby crying meant that 
here was a cat trying to talk to him. He thought to himself, wouldn’t it 
be amazing if the cat had witnessed what happened to Ned and Millie? When 
he looked into her blue cross-eyes which gave the cat a confused look, 
Riley searched for answers. 

When Riley blinked, the cat had disappeared and when he blinked 


again, she reappeared, like a magic trick. Justine had done the same 
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kind of cloaking—where she would become invisible, and then poof, 
and she would be sitting right in front of him. 

He had fallen on the bed, and as he lifted himself off the mattress, 
once his stomach spasms normalized, Riley glanced at the other side of 
the bed. It felt like he couldn’t breathe when he saw the naked body of 
Conner, face down. He knew it was Conner because he was perpetually 
tan trying to appear like a bronze statue. Since he was wearing shorts, 
his legs rippled with hair, veins and muscles. 

There was no movement or sound coming from Conner. The 
deafening silence horrified Riley. It felt like his sense of hearing had 
skyrocketed to compensate for his nose no longer being capable of 
identifying smells. His screaming felt like pistons were firing from his 
brain. If Riley had roared any louder, the old windows of Waverly Place 
would have rattled. 

He couldn’t believe that he had found another dead body. It was 
like Riley was on a looping tape unable to break the cycle of discovering 
deceased bodies. When he heard the ambulance down the street, he 
sprang back to life and left the doomed upstairs of Waverly Place. He 
skipped a few steps on his descent and grabbed the railing to prevent a 
possible fall. On the last step, he saw the paramedics and he told them 
about the bodies on the second floor. 

Once Riley finished his rambling words to the EMTs, he excused 
himself and scurried off to his condominium. After a scalding ten- 
minute shower to remove any remnants of the deceased, he felt like 
burning all the clothes he had worn because they were tainted with 
death. Riley wanted to wipe his brain’s hard drive of the events of the 
day, but because he watched too many episodes of Law and Order since 
he had retired, he knew he would be relentlessly interrogated. 

Riley had never been involved with a possible murder investigation 


as a private citizen. Until that happened, he would cocoon with an orgy 
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of Keri Foreman music. The petite diva who sang the killer aria from 
Raintree, “Freckles,” was the perfect escape antidote. He had followed 
this ingénue’s weight gain and cabaret star reinvention in the 1970s. 
Riley wished his own body’s expansion to 250 pounds at the same time 
had been because he had reinvented himself rather than just giving 
him an excuse to stay asexual. As he listened to Keri Forman’s high 
C, Riley’s appetite came roaring back. Riley flipped on the television 
to catch the Los Angeles Dodgers’ playoffs. One advantage of being 
asexual was that he could flirt with his feminine and masculine sides; 
worship a diva and be a sports fanatic. His empty stomach was crying 
for a satisfying meal even if he couldn’t taste it. Rather than choosing a 
Lean Cuisine, Riley was drawn to the frozen spicy pepperoni pizza. 

At the halfway point of demolishing the pizza, Riley refused to 
listen to his stuffed stomach and continued downing the remaining half 
of the pizza until he heard a scratching sound coming from outside his 
front door. Even at 61, his acute hearing was in play. Was his beloved 
cat, Justine. with her distinctive vocal antics, coming back to haunt 
him? Solitary and reclusive Justine had quenched Riley’s unconditional 
love starvation because she would bump her head against him or rub up 
against his cheeks. 

When he opened the door, the Waverly cat looked up at him 
with angry eyes. He wondered how the cat had been impacted by the 
mayhem. He guessed it was a she. Between always having a cat as a pet 
and his encounters with cats and dogs during his fraud investigations 
meant that he had become an expert in how they communicated. 
He was surprised how often the pet of a claimant would lead him to 
discover fraud. For arson claims, he would use ADCs—accelerant 
detection canines. The dog’s brain could analyze smells and could sniff 
out gasoline or lighter fluid that could have intentionally started a fire. 


And because cats had twice as many neurons as dogs, felines were one 
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step ahead of Riley in solving cases. Their tricks of knocking books off 
shelves that revealed hidden documents were invaluable. 

In the cat’s mouth was a piece of blue plastic. An odd item, unlike 
the stuffed toy his Justine would carry as an attention grabber. The cat’s 
eyes were begging to be fed, but they also expressed the feeling of being 
homeless and abandoned. And the way she held the plastic, Riley was 
afraid to take it away; that she would bite him. Amazing that she had 
found her way to Riley’s townhouse condominium. Maybe she thought 
of Riley’s condominium as a second home because she was a guest 
once a year during Millie’s holidays. When he scooped her up from the 
welcome mat, and she didn’t struggle, Riley thought that his old cat, 
Justine, had been reincarnated. The added possibility that she might 
have the answers to the mysterious deaths of Ned, Conner and Millie 
was gourmet gravy to Riley. 

On closer inspection he saw matted fur that left multiple scar 
tissue and visible bones, signs of cat abuse. Did that mean that Asher 
was torturing the Waverly cat and that he was capable of committing 
murder? But what was he thinking? Why was he jumping the gun that 
murder was involved and not the pandemic? What possible reason 
could Asher have had for murdering the family? Riley had read that 
people who committed acts of cruelty to animals did not stop there— 
many of them moved on to their fellow humans. 

Thankfully, he hadn’t thrown out the litter box for Justine, and 
stuck at the back of the kitchen cupboard was a can of Rachael Ray cat 
food. Who could have imagined a celebrity chef would also have a line 
of cat food? It was only after Riley put the food in a bowl that Georgy 
dropped the plastic out of her mouth. The plastic reminded Riley of 
an inhaler mouthpiece. Riley had to reprimand his mother when she 
separated the inhaler mouthpiece from the canister. Had Millie died 


from an asthmatic attack because the canister he saw on her nightstand 
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had gotten separated from the mouthpiece the cat was now dragging 
around? If this was evidence, Riley needed to make sure he did not 
contaminate it. He used rubber gloves to snatch it off the floor, and he 
put it in a zip lock bag. If they did DNA testing, it might give clues as 
to who the murderer and/or abuser was. 

Riley enjoyed having the company of Georgy. If only she could 
talk, his loneliness would be cured. Riley rationalized that keeping the 
Waverly cat one night before bringing her to the police was okay. 

Riley had a restless night; witnessing three dead bodies triggered 
memories of his mother’s death. Even with Riley’s connection to Ned, 
it was Conner, the youngest of the three, who obstructed his sleep. 
Riley suspected Conner was HIV-positive because of his emaciated 
face. Conner never smiled, as if his face might break. Unlike the 
enviable high cheekbones of Daniel Day-Lewis, the stretched flesh 
around Conner’s cheeks looked ready to pop. Riley was familiar with 
the condition because of his friend, Arnold, who was a long-term HIV 
survivor. Arnold was able to hide the facial wasting syndrome by getting 
filler injections once a year. How ironic that Arnold defeated the AIDS 
plague only to be crushed by the current pandemic a year before. Is this 
what caused Conner’s death, too? 

And just when he entered deep sleep in the early morning, a 
chirping sound awakened him. He found the source of the noise to be 
an exposed bird’s nest lodged between the air conditioner and stucco 
wall corner. Riley saw five newborns, totally naked and helpless 
hatchlings, staring at him asking for help. Had the babies been 
abandoned by their father and the mother had been hunting for food? 
The chirping sounds reminded him of his mother, Edith, explaining 
how male birds started singing early in the morning to announce that 
they were alive, alert and ready to defend their territory. It was a form 


of prayer and diligence for early morning risers. Riley never believed 
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in God or prayer, but he relished anything that connected him to his 
mother. 

Not fathering children topped Riley’s bucket list of regrets, even if 
his mother had never expressed her own disappointment. Riley knew 
she had wanted grandchildren but his workaholic schedule left no room 
for relationships. And of course, he could always use his asexual label as 
an excuse to never have married. 

Two weeks before his mother had died, he placed her in the 
Greenway Hospice, after she said, “I appreciate you taking care of me. 
I know it’s brought us closer but I don’t want to die here in your house. 
I want you to remember your mother before the cancer destroyed me.” 
Riley’s therapist, Emanuel, had asked him how he would feel about 
his mother dying in his house, and Riley didn’t answer him. Edith had 
made the decision for Riley, so he followed her wishes like an obedient 
dog. Riley thought, Maybe she’ll get better care at the hospice. I won’t be 
worrying about her being alone during the day. I hate to admit it, but I don’t 
want her to die in my condominium and then be haunted by her. But after 
she succumbed, Riley felt guilty for abandoning her. 

When Riley saw the Waverly cat attacking his couch, it reminded 
him of how Justine reacted after his mother died. Justine had gone on 
a shredding spree. Riley knew it was a release of anger even after the 
veterinarian explained, “Your cat scratched to enable her to remove 
frayed worn out claws, replaced by newer ones.” Riley wished he could 
replace his emotional mourning in the same manner. 

The subsequent pain that rippled through his body forced him 
to take early retirement as an insurance fraud investigator. His doctor 
had said, “Riley, I believe this pain you are complaining about is 
psychosomatic. I know it sounds like a copout, but I believe it is your 


body reacting to your mother’s death. Give yourself time to mourn and 


heal.” 
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Riley wondered if he had taken a leave of absence from work 
to care for Edith that he wouldn’t be defining himself as a wealthy, 
unemployed rudderless orphan at sixty-one. Between his work pension, 
IRA accounts, savings and inheritance from Edith, Riley had more 
money than he could ever spend. Yet he remained frugal not wanting 
to be a burden if he became feeble. Riley wanted an unlimited safety 
net. He wanted to follow Ned’s example of being flush enough to hire a 
full-time caregiver like Asher. 

Riley thought to himself, I’m an only child. Aunts, uncles and cousins 
are scattered across the country. I don’t have anyone to take care of me except 
the neighborhood. That was the closest Riley came to “creating a family.” 
At least being part of the ANA gave him purpose making sure the 
Ashton Neighborhood was a welcoming community where each owner 


not only took care of their property but helped their neighbors as well. 
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Chapter 3 
Garrett and Trevor-Then 


Garrett’s journey to becoming the caretaker/caregiver of Ned and 
Waverly Place and changing his name to Asher started when he met 
Trevor on his twenty-fifth birthday, May 5, 1995. Garrett had been in a 
funk because he had failed at finding a boyfriend. The AIDS epidemic 
had paused hooking up. And Garrett despised the reaction he got when 
guys asked about his profession, “Is being a handyman just temporary? 
Is that what you went to school for? It just seems like such a strange job. 
I’ve never met anyone who was Mr. Fixit.” The comments made Garrett 
feel like a second-class citizen, and he worried that his embarrassment 
would make his sexual mojo shut down. 

Garrett had difficulty trying to explain his passion for being a 
handyman. The way his hands touched the broken, worn out, out-of- 
date, or stripped objects made him feel like a healer. Because each job 
brought with it different challenges, he never got bored. Getting instant 
gratification from his customers warmed his soul. After he rehabilitated 
a crumbling patio, the first words from women were, “This is amazing. 
How did you match up the stone tiles?’ My husband gave up halfway 
through. I am going to have an unveiling with a barbecue immediately, 
and Garrett, you must come. Just don’t brag too much in front of my 
husband.” 

With his male clients, their insecurities and self-deprecating facial 
expressions reflected, “I’m so embarrassed about being inept. I can’t 


believe how I botched this up.” Garrett tried to explain that repairing 
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termite damage wasn’t in everyone’s DNA. He wanted to tell them, ‘It’s 
okay, little buddy. Daddy is here now.’ 

Garrett quieted his mind when immersed in his activity; as though 
his anxiety traveled from his brain, through his fingers to the paint 
roller, wrench, or hammer; tools of his trade. This love of hand agility 
was the only good thing he had inherited from his father, a master 
carpenter. But any kind of pride his father felt had vaporized when 
Garrett announced his gayness. 

Trevor had been Garrett’s postal carrier. Watching Trevor in his 
skin-tight shorts that exposed just enough of his thigh had turned 
Garrett into sexual mush. Garrett never considered himself a leg man. 
In fact, the guys he dated would have these over-the-top upper bodies 
with twig-like legs. Apparently, having sexy muscular legs was more 
difficult than building up one’s chest and arms. The first time they met 
in 1995 left Garrett speechless when he noticed the way Trevor’s sandy 
brown hair and muscles wrapped themselves around his calves. 

Trevor asked, “Are you okay? You keep looking at my legs. Is 
something wrong with them? I love the fact that I can wear shorts to 
work. There aren’t many jobs like that where I can work al fresco.” Not 
only did Trevor have a sense of humor but using the phrase ‘al fresco’ 
meant he was a wordsmith. Because Garrett remained mute, Trevor 
continued, “You have amazing skin. It looks like you’ve never been 
outside. I know I should take better care of myself. It’s like leather— 
makes me look older than my 45-year-old body.” Before Garrett met 
Trevor, Garrett considered any man over forty, who was interested in 
him, to be a troll or worse than that, a sugar daddy. But Trevor used his 
age like a badge of sturdiness. Trevor’s smile crinkled his face, exposing 
the nobility of lines and wrinkles. His face showed character, unlike the 
blankness of Garrett’s. Garrett felt like he had to use his hands when 
he talked, to make up for his colorless face. Also, his hands did not like 
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being idle since they were poetry in motion in Garrett’s profession of 
handyman. 

Garrett had to avoid the outdoors because of his alabaster skin. 
Trips to the dermatologist quarterly to avoid another occurrence of 
melanoma meant that being exposed to the sun was deadly. During his 
appointments, the doctor searched Garrett’s body as though he were 
looking for lice followed by freezing and cutting off nasty lesions. Not 
only did Garrett need a hat and long sleeves and pants, but he had to 
apply 100-plus sunscreen in the event a single sunbeam snuck through 
his clothes or ambient sun exposure reflected off any surface. Despite 
those precautions, he mainly took handyman jobs that involved the 
indoors or tasks that could be performed after sunset or in the early 
morning hours. Somehow his face had been spared any surgeries; only 
Garrett’s arms, legs and back had pits and gouges. And because of his 
light skin, any type of vaccination caused an allergic reaction. After the 
chicken pox, measles, and polio inoculations, he looked like a blotchy 
swollen lobster. Garrett needed an exemption before attending school 
because he failed to get shots for hepatitis and diphtheria. 

Garrett’s mouth finally began working and he said, “I would like to 
take you on a date if that’s okay. I don’t know if the Post Office has any 
rules about going out with customers.” 

Trevor laughed, and by the time they fell in love six months later, 
his route had changed to the city of Ashton so no one could accuse him 
of any impropriety. 

Because of Trevor’s permanent tan versus Garrett’s ultra-white 
skin, no one ever speculated the couple of looking like brothers, the 
common cliché that helped straight people explain two men together. 
Garrett’s glossy curly blonde hair that felt like threads of microfiber 
distinguished him from Trevor’s streaked brown hair, the effect of daily 


sun exposure. There was combustible energy between Trevor’s bushy 
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and sandpapery skin versus Garrett’s silky body. Even though Garrett 
wasn’t muscular, his well-defined torso, unimpeded by hair, gave him an 
androgynous quality. And depending on what angle you saw his face, 
he could be devilishly handsome or a bland shell. Garrett’s translucent 
blue eyes contrasted with his pale eyebrows and eyelashes. 

2k 2k KKK K ok K 

Shortly after Trevor and Garrett celebrated their 10" anniversary 
as a couple and Trevor’s claim to fame of being voted postman of the year 
by the city of Ashton, Trevor complained about his legs not behaving 
themselves. Rather than performing like a champion walker, the lower 
half of his body twinged and ached. Garrett assumed that Trevor’s job 
as a postal worker was the culprit. 

In order to alleviate Trevor’s problematic legs, a new evening 
ritual entailed Garrett massaging Trevor’s feet and legs and suggesting, 
“You’ve been doing this for fifteen years. Anyone’s legs would bother 
them. You are standing eight hours a day. What about transferring to 
the post office? You’d be sitting all day, right? And you wouldn’t have 
to get up at the ungodly hour of four A.M. and go to bed at nine, just 
when the evening fun is getting started.” 

Garrett was a late-night person, and he wished Trevor was on 
the same schedule. Trevor accused him of being a vampire because he 
preferred the evening. In the dark, his paleness made his coloring more 
vibrant. Garrett’s eye sensitivity to light factored into his penchant for 
the blackened sky. 

With Garrett’s suggestion about a desk job, Trevor replied, “I 
wouldn’t like being trapped indoors in a dingy office. I like the fresh 
air. I don’t have to worry about a boss hovering over my neck. It’s like 
Pm working for myself. Just like you being a handyman. You don’t have 
to answer to anyone; well, except your customers. But at least I get a 


steady salary. I don’t have to hustle for customers the way you do.” 
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Garrett smiled at Trevor’s perceptive observation about his 
handyman job. Trevor continued about his enthusiasm for being a 
postman, “And I love animals. I know the rest of the postal workers 
think I’m crazy because they’ve been bitten by dogs or scratched by 
cats.” 

“I know, you’ve never been attacked. You must be a dog whisperer!” 

A quirky part of Trevor’s animal love was his collection of miniature 
pigs. Garrett, who wasn’t Jewish like Trevor joked about the swine. 

“I thought Jews weren’t allowed to eat pork, yet you have a fasci- 
nation with this forbidden beast.” 

Trevor replied, “I just think they are so cute.” And you know 
how pigs roll around in the mud? It’s no different from when I visited 
the Dead Sea in Israel, and we smeared mud all over ourselves; after 
showering my skin felt like that of a newborn child. 

The fact that they were an interfaith couple -- Presbyterian and 
Jewish -- was another reason why Garrett and Trevor’s families had 
rejected them. Garrett said, “I wonder which is worse, the fact that 
were gay, or that I am in love with a Jewish man?” 

Trevor responded, “I think the fact that you are a Republican is 
the worst of all!” 

After the 2005 Memorial Day three-day weekend, when Trevor 
woke at four A.M. Tuesday morning, he said, “I’m having trouble 
getting out of bed. Can you help me?” 

A not fully awake Garrett proceeded to take hold of Trevor’s arms 
and pull him off the bed. Once Trevor was standing, Garrett went back 
to sleep as Trevor walked to the bathroom. 

Garrett’s brief return to sleep was interrupted upon hearing a 
collapse. Trevor was on the floor and said, “Something is wrong with 
me. My hand was trembling when I applied the toothpaste to the brush. 
After bringing it to my mouth, my legs were wobbling, and I buckled 
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to the floor. I couldn’t stand up. What’s going on? I’ve never been sick. 
What should we do?” 

It was so out of character for Trevor always having a Pollyanna 
attitude that anything could be fixed. Garrett, the handyman, was 
supposed to be Mr. Fixit—yet it seemed like Trevor was the driving 
force and problem solver in their relationship. Garrett had been defined 
as the worrier. 

Trevor turned into a guinea pig of testing and visiting specialists 
while his body kept challenging him. Sleep was interrupted by 
shoulder and arm cramps. And during waking hours, Trevor was in 
a constant state of yawning which caused him to tell Garrett, “I 
can’t believe how painful my jaw feels. I feel like my head is going 
to explode.” 

Trevor stopped speaking midstream and screamed. For a man who 
received rabies injections two separate times for a squirrel bite without 
ever vocalizing pain, his words caused Garrett to think the devil had 
possessed Trevor. At the emergency visit to the dentist, Trevor was 
diagnosed with a broken jaw that had to be wired shut. Trevor was 
rendered mute. Who could have predicted that his inability to speak, 
let alone chew, was a foreshadowing of what was to happen to him 
permanently? 

For a distraction, Garrett lined up favorite tickle-your-funny- 
bone films—What’s Up Doc? Some Like It Hot, and When Harry Met 
Sally. What could be a better cure than laughter? Thirty minutes 
into What’s Up Doc, Trevor had a crying fit. And when they watched 
Schindler’s List where Trevor laughed uncontrollably, Garrett thought 
Trevor was losing it mentally and physically. 

It took six months of testing and specialists to determine Trevor 
had ALS. The doctors told him, “It also goes by the name of Lou 


Gehrig’s Disease. It attacks the nervous system.” 
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Because Trevor had HMO insurance, it meant that they had to 
pay out-of-network providers for second, third, and fourth opinions. 
And even when Trevor heard there wasn’t a cure, he told Garrett. “It’s 
bullshit. There are alternative treatments. We can go to Mexico and 
get them. I’m going to be fine. So, I have a little trouble walking. I can 
deal with it.” 

Garrett could not believe how Trevor could be in such a shit load 
of denial. As each of Trevor’s motor skills died, it felt like Garrett went 
into mourning even if Trevor returned to being Mr. Optimistic. 

Trevor and Garrett went through a pig decluttering phase freeing 
tables and countertops of Trevor's treasured collection to make room for 
ALS paraphernalia. As Trevor removed the glass pigs from the shelves 
of the curio cabinet on the dining room oak credenza, his hands became 
putty, and the pigs fell to the floor and shattered. It was like the scene 
in Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie, where Laura’s figurines 
break. Her otherworldliness and tragic beauty had been smashed in the 
play. And now the fragile illusions that Trevor had created for himself 
had fragmented. 

Trevor plunged himself into alternative medicine. Garrett stopped 
working as a handyman spending 24/7 caring for Trevor. They visited 
Uruguay and New Zealand where the rates of ALS were the highest 
in the world seeking a cure. And when Trevor could no longer speak, 
a $2,000 eye gazer machine was purchased so he could communicate 
through eye movements. 

The prohibitive costs raided their savings causing them to take 
out a second mortgage and make withdrawals from Trevor’s IRA 
accounts. Desperate measures meant having no taxes deducted from 
the IRA distributions which meant their tax bill hit a Mount Everest 
liability--$50,000. Even if they declared bankruptcy, the unpaid IRS 
bill would not go away. Both their families had disowned them. And 
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once the ALS galloped to a vicious finish line, friends and co-workers 
had also dropped away. It was as though they were afraid that Garrett 
would ask them for financial support. 

During Trevor’s disintegration, Garrett had become an expert at 
masking his facial expressions. He wanted Trevor to believe that he was 
strong and could handle Trevor's death. 

Since Garrett had quit working, he needed to find an outlet for 
his hands. He was afraid they could gnarl up from non-use. Garrett did 
a hundred fist push-ups a day. Not only did the strength in his fingers 
increase, but his chest and arm muscles expanded and became taut. 

A few weeks later, Trevor’s eyes were no longer capable of using 
the gazing device because his muscles had become paralyzed. Still, 
Garrett hoped that Trevor could feel the heat emanating from his own 
hands—that they could share the increased blood flow. As Trevor’s 
body began shutting down, Garrett became breathless with shorter 
inhales and exhales like a staccato note in music. Garrett worried he 
was manifesting Trevor’s symptoms. 

And just as Trevor lost the ability to breathe, Garrett felt a guilty 
relief. Garrett could not believe how the shallow breathing he himself 
had been experiencing had suddenly become effortless for him. It was 
as though the oxygen Trevor could no longer inhale had been blown 
over to Garrett. 

With the insane outflow of money, Garrett was forced to go on a 
scavenger hunt for cash. In the bowels of Hollywood, he found Mikey 
Bregman, loan shark extraordinaire. When Garrett told Trevor, “I can’t 
believe that of all the loan sharks in the world, I found who looked like 
a Mafia boss!” 

With an interest rate of 30%, Garrett might have done better 
hustling for sexual favors. Before Trevor had fallen into the final 


underworld of ALS, he had told Garrett, “I know money is tight and 
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all of your sources have dried up. If you want to prostitute yourself, I 
am okay with it. Just make sure it’s big money. I know we promised 
fidelity and we’ve both kept that bargain, but the bills have been 
mounting.” When Garrett heard those words, he wondered if Trevor 
knew what he was saying. Prior to meeting Trevor, Garrett had been 
propositioned by customers, men and women. Apparently, his unique 
features of having no body hair or facial coloring besides his eyes gave 
off sexual vibes. 

In fact, prior to meeting Trevor, Garrett had been propositioned by 
customers, men and women. His unique features of having no body hair 
or facial coloring besides his eyes gave off sexual vibes. 

Desperate for money, Garrett contacted his sleaziest client, Henry 
Foreman. Ages ago, Henry had succeeded in pulling down Garrett’s 
pants during a sink snaking and said, “You know guys that try to 
shave their genitals and body hair don’t hold a candle to you. You’re 
natural. No stubble. I love it. I would pay top dollars to sleep with you.” 
Garrett backed away following his rule of never sleeping with any of 
his customers. Twenty years later he asked Henry to pay him $500 for 
servicing. Garrett insisted on only safe sex. Even in 2008, when AIDS 
had become a controllable disease like diabetes, Garrett had no desire 
to risk getting AIDS. 

And the money helped. 

But Garrett was no longer able to sleep. He felt like a soldier on 
24-hour watch duty—the enemy being the claws of death coming for 
Trevor. And if Garrett thought he was entering dreamland, he forced 
himself awake. Even if the dream involved Trevor being healthy, Garrett 
felt he didn’t deserve that kind of peace of mind. That it was a vicious 
trick. Victor, the hospice worker, who arrived every morning at nine, 
told Garrett, “You look worse than Trevor, and you smell something 


awful. Why don’t you at least take a shower?” 
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Garrett reluctantly let the hot water wash over his body almost 
to the point of feeling renewed until he stepped out of the shower and 
toweled off. The steam had fogged up the bathroom mirror, making 
it seem like Garrett had become invisible. He thought to himself, 
“Wouldn't it be lovely if I became a ghost enabling Trevor to live? Some sort 
of body transference. 

Upon Garrett’s return to the bedroom, Victor said, “He’s transi- 
tioning. You should say your goodbyes. I don’t know how much longer 
he’ll be with us.” 

Garrett had no words. Interlocking their hands together would 
have to suffice. Victor said, “I’m going to leave you alone with your 
husband. PIl be in the living room if you need me or if there is any 
change.” 

Garrett read one of the Calamus poems from Leaves of Grass by 
Walt Whitman. When Trevor would be agitated, frustrated and angry 
about ALS, Whitman’s words spoken gently by Garrett soothed him. 
After Garrett finished, he stopped talking. He hoped to continue 
communicating through telepathy, 

Trevor jerked, and Garrett shouted, “Victor, Trevor moved. Come 
back!” 

Victor and Garrett witnessed Trevor’s final transition. Garrett felt 
like roadkill, whimpering after being hit by the death of Trevor. Except 
Garrett wasn’t being put out of misery, just left stuck to the pavement 
in agony. 

Victor asked, “Is there anyone you want me to call? Did you guys 
have any pre-planning?” 

Garrett said, “Yes. The Research Center of Montecito is going to 
pick up Trevor for ALS research.” 

After Trevor died, Garrett was on the verge of being homeless 


because the bank had taken over ownership of their home. The IRS 
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threatened prison time for payment failure, and credit cards were frozen. 
And once he failed to make payments to Mikey, the loan shark, his life 
would be in danger. 

Each time the mail was delivered, Garrett prayed it was a sign from 
Trevor or that Trevor had been reincarnated into another mailman. 
But being a realist and not believing that hogwash, Garrett obsessed 
that when he used a letter opener it would detonate a fiscal bomb from 
unpaid bills. 

During Garrett’s packing, he found a box of miniature pig glass 
figurines hidden in the hall closet. It made him chuckle, a sweet 
remembrance of the man he loved and his obsession with collecting 
piglets. Garrett stuffed the package in the trunk of his 1990 Nissan 
Maxima; the car was his new residence now that their love cottage had 
been repossessed by the behemoth bank. 

The stars had aligned for Garrett when he found employment at 


Waverly Place six months later. 
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Chapter 4 
Riley-Now 


Once the EMTs established that Ned, Conner and Millie were 
dead, the police were notified, and the house was swarming with 
detectives, medical examiners, a forensic scientist, and a psychologist. 
They were trying to determine whether their deaths were from the 
pandemic or if murder was involved. Every nook and cranny of Waverly 
Place was photographed and dusted for fingerprints, while physical 
evidence was being collected. 

Once it was ascertained that Riley Dice had been on the scene, 
he became their key witness to lead them in the direction of this 
mysterious and possibly triple homicide. And when he told them about 
the caregiver, Asher Langley, they had a suspect. 

Within hours of the discovery, Riley was accosted with calls 
from the ANA. There was an emergency neighborhood meeting the 
following evening. Riley reiterated with Joanne, the president of the 
group, “I feel really uncomfortable talking about this. You should be 
getting all the information from the police reports.” 

Joanne replied in her mouse-like voice, “But we need to know 
what is going on. It’s bad enough to deal with the pandemic. We’ve 
been lucky that no one has ever died on this street. But now there may 
be a murderer roaming around. We need to take precautions. I hope the 
cops are going to be monitoring the area.” Realtor Joanne did not let 


her five-foot height impinge on control of Ashton Road. She had the 
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pulse of the area front and center because her livelihood depended on 
property values. 

Now with a possible triple murder, not only would property values 
crumble but there might be an exodus out of Ashton Road. 

Lingering pandemic fears necessitated all events to take place 
outside. The capacity crowd of 50 would challenge Joanne to not let 
the meeting turn into a free-for-all romp. She addressed the mob, “I 
know you want to know what’s going on. We don’t have much to report. 
This is what we do know. Ned and his offspring Millie and Conner 
were all found dead yesterday by Riley. The eyesore garbage bins had 
been sitting in front of the house for seven days. He was concerned 
something was very wrong, and he thought it was odd that there were 
no lights on in the evening, like the house was abandoned. Despite 
Riley’s years as an insurance fraud investigator, he was traumatized by 
his findings and he told me that he’d prefer not to talk about it just yet. 
What I am thinking is that we need to keep our eyes open if there are 
any suspicious characters. I’ve got a sheet for volunteers to monitor our 
street. That’s it for now unless someone has a question.” 

In the last row, the voice of Gene Rutherford piped in, “What 
about the caretaker Asher? I haven’t seen him recently. I mean, he lives 
in Waverly Place, doesn’t he? Where is he?” Gene was a gym rat who 
spent a minimum of two hours daily working out. Conner had been his 
personal trainer. 

“I never trusted that guy, Asher. You know I think he was homeless 
before Ned took him in and gave him a job. When Pd be out doing an 
early morning run, I would see the guy in his car. Looked like he was 
sleeping.” 

Riley, who had been keeping a low profile, asked, “I do believe the 
police are looking for him but since his address was Waverly Place, they 


don’t have much to go on. Does anyone here know where he might be?” 
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A moment of silence was broken by Margaret, the oldest resident 
at 90, who lived in the apartments next to Waverly Place. 

“He was so quiet and he spoke so low. I could hardly hear him; 
not that I saw him that much. It was like pulling teeth for him to say 
hello. He would give me a hand with the trash bins when I didn’t have 
my help. He was so white, like a ghost. You know who he reminded 
me of? Ten years ago, there was a handyman I used. I think his name 
was Gary or Garrett. I really can’t remember; I have enough trouble 
remembering what I did five minutes ago. He had that same look.” 
The Ashton neighborhood wondered if Margaret had the beginnings 
of dementia. 

Riley asked a follow-up question. 

“Does anyone know the last time they saw Asher?” He wasn’t sure 
he should reveal the note Asher left. Ashton Road had been spared any 
pandemic outbreaks and Riley didn’t want to alarm anyone that Ned 
and his son and daughter were infected. Because 99% of the residents 
were adults who were vaccinated and followed the masking protocol, 
no one had been hospitalized, and if there were any breakthrough 
infections, they were asymptomatic. 

Gene replied, “You know, I would have a session with Conner 
almost every day at the 24/7 Fitness Center until the pandemic hit. 
Conner worked with me on strengthening my leg muscles. I was told 
Conner had been a long-time employee and specialized in the disabled. 
Then I started working with Conner online, and in the last six months 
when regulations about the virus loosened, I met with Conner daily 
until a few weeks ago. When I asked the Center, and they hadn’t heard 
from Conner and didn’t know when he was coming back, I thought 
that was odd. After calling, emailing and texting Conner and getting 
no response, I thought he had moved away. But you know, I just 


remembered something; Conner had mentioned Asher when I asked if 


33 


GORDON BLITZ 


he knew of a reasonable handyman. When I eventually met this Asher 
to discuss the work I needed to be done, his face was blank because you 
could hardly see his eyebrows. But it was the sort of transformative face 
that made him look different depending on which way he turned his 
head.” 

Riley followed up with, “You mentioned earlier about suspecting 
he was homeless, just because you saw him sleeping in his car.” 

“Well, it wasn’t just him sleeping in the car, it was the way the car 
looked; jam-packed with junk, so that gave me the impression that he 
had all his worldly possessions stored in his automobile.” 

Riley worried that if Asher was homeless, it would be almost 
impossible to find his whereabouts. The homeless population was out 
of control since the onset of the pandemic. 

It felt disingenuous that the fitness center never tried to reach 


Conner, a longtime employee. Another mystery for Riley to ponder. 
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Garrett Then 


Even before Garrett became homeless, he had always wanted the 
opportunity to work full-time at Waverly Place. He hated hustling 
for projects and dealing with quirky customers, especially women. No 
matter how many times Garrett said he was gay, they practically begged 
him for sex. It was like they had read a “how to” book on sex with a 
handyman. Rub against him or when you offer him a drink accidentally 
spill it on his shirt forcing the man to bare his chest. 

Garrett thought he needed at least an address so that Trevor’s mail 
had a place to be delivered. He couldn’t afford a P.O. box. He worried 
about where Trevor’s mail was going since the bank had repossessed the 
love nest Garrett had shared with his departed husband. Subsequently, 
Garrett understood that having no forwarding address worked to his 
advantage. The IRS and Mafia could not track him down. Garrett was 
tired of living in his car. He heard that the owner of Waverly, Ned, 
was recovering from a stroke and needed assistance. Plus, the aging 
property looked like it was crying for rehabilitation with overgrown 
foliage, missing roof tiles, and peeling paint. And after taking care of 
his husband, Trevor, how difficult could it be to care for Ned? 

So, Garrett required a plan to get himself employed at Waverly 
Place. He had been sneaking into the pool in West Ashton Park which 
gave him the ability to shave and shower. The challenge of finding 
clean clothes meant visiting the Gay Thrift Shop. He waited by the 
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drop-off back door, and when the owner of a BMW was bringing a pile 
of garments to be donated, Garrett would stop them. 

“Sir. Can you help me out? I have an interview and I need some 
clothes. I don’t have any money, otherwise, I would purchase stuff in 
the store.” 

If he was lucky, his words would clinch the deal. 

Then Garrett needed a way to explain why he was knocking 
on Ned’s door and asking for a job. He didn’t want to appear needy, 
and if Ned asked for references that could be a showstopper. If Ned’s 
reputation as a cheapskate was true, then offering himself as a bargain 
might work with embellished honesty. 

Garrett thought it was a good omen when Ned appeared after 
only ringing the doorbell twice. The way Ned gripped his cane looked 
like it did double duty—keeping him upright and being used as a 
weapon. His first words were, “What do you want? Whatever it is, I’m 
not interested.” Before Garrett could speak, Ned inspected him like 
he was a piece of meat when he lifted his cane and tried to poke at 
him. As Garrett backed away, Ned lost his balance and at the point 
where his legs gave way, Garrett stopped him from flopping onto 
the stone-tiled entrance floor. The way his legs were on the verge of 
collapsing reminded Garrett of how Trevor attempted to walk before 
the ALS swallowed his mobility. Garrett wanted Trevor to enjoy those 
remaining moments of independence with the caveat, I'll catch you if 
you fall. 

Garrett held Ned by the waist and led him to the nearby Queen 
Ann tufted chair. Based on Ned’s shallow breathing and sweating, 
Garrett said, “Are you going to be okay? Can I get you anything?” 

“Just let me rest a minute. I feel a little dizzy. My blood sugar may 
be too low.” 


“Do you have any medicine for that?” 
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Ned’s confused frozen stare frightened Garrett and he thought, Oh 
my god, I scared the old man. I might kill him. Shit! 

Ned physically thawed and said, “I need something to raise my 
blood sugar. If you go into the kitchen there are some glucose tablets. 
Just bring them to me with some water.” 

Garrett wished he’d brought his reading glasses when he saw 
the daunting lineup of medicine on the kitchen counter. Luckily, the 
glucose tablet bottle stood alone with large easily readable print. He 
grabbed the pills along with a glass of water from the tap, ran back to 
Ned and helped him take the pills. Like a zombie brought back to life, 
Ned said, “I guess I should thank you. You can go now.” 

Garrett refused to get angry as the reality of a no good deed goes 
unpunished hit him. Instead, as though his fragmented personality 
became whole, he blurted out, “I saved your life. I want you to hire me. 
Pll do the housekeeping, cooking and PII take care of you. Plus, your 
house is getting old—I can do electrical and plumbing—at no extra 
charge. I just need a room. Think of the money you'll be saving. And 
you can deduct what I would be paying you for room and board from 
whatever you want to pay me.” 

After a revitalized Ned rose from the chair and used his cane to 
maneuver toward the door, he told Garrett, “You must think I’m crazy. 
Just get out of here now before I call the police.” 

An emboldened Garrett said, “Can I at least do a trial run? PI work 
for two weeks with no pay. PIL buy my own food. It isn’t going to cost 
you anything. I know you think I’m a stranger, and I don’t have anyone 
to vouch for me. Look, I know this neighborhood. I knew Trevor, he 
used to deliver mail around here. He was my...uh. I mean, he was one 
of my handyman clients. He died of ALS.” 

After Garrett spoke, he realized he almost made the mistake of 
identifying Trevor as his husband. He needed to keep that under the 
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radar. The IRS and the loan shark, Mikey, were the two nemeses from 
whom he wanted to remain incognito. 

Ned’s face changed and he said, “Oh, God. I wondered what 
happened to the nice postman -- so friendly. We had such wonderful 
conversations. My goodness, I thought of him as my lucky charm. 
Important letters that changed my life -- letters from army buddies 
who I thought had died, notification from the state of California 
about unclaimed property for thousands of dollars, and the year I 
won Businessman of the Year for Ashton. Trevor would talk about his 
husband. How glad he had someone in his life. My son is gay, but I don’t 
think he’s ever had any real relationships.” 

Even though Garrett had never been to the beach, he imagined 
how a surfer who rode a wave would feel while he listened to Ned -- a 
sign from Trevor giving him hope that Ned would hire him. 

Ned said, “I'll give you two weeks to prove yourself. I don’t believe 
you can do all this stuff you promised. But I can’t get my son or daughter 
to do hardly anything on their rare visits, so I’ll give you a chance. And 
can you get me some references? I don’t want to find you in my bedroom 
with a knife, ready to kill me.” 

Garrett could easily have cried from happiness but after he smiled 
and thanked Ned, it felt like a boulder that had been crushing him had 
been lifted. Not only could he stop sleeping in his car, but he would be 
paid in cash. The IRS would have no way of finding him. Waverly Place 
would be the perfect place to hide out. And changing his name would 
make him impossible to find. The name Asher intrigued him because 
it meant happy or fortunate—two adjectives that he wished described 
him. He would go by Asher Langley. Getting references was tricky. He 
would try using a phony letter and pray that was enough for Ned, that 


a phone call would prove to be unnecessary. 
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While Ned gave him a tour of the house, Garrett made mental 
notes of what easy enhancements he could make. The bathroom 
caulking around the bath and shower, replacing the rusted bathroom 
and kitchen hardware, and new switch plates would spruce up Waverly 
Place. Larger projects would come next that would include painting 
and plumbing and electrical upgrades. The housekeeper, Melinda, 
attended to the place weekly. She performed Garrett’s least favorite 
tasks—vacuuming, disinfecting the bathroom, scouring the kitchen 
and doing laundry. Garrett quickly learned Ned’s dietary requirements. 
Surprisingly, Ned was strict about his diabetic intake, sticking to only 
protein and vegetables. And except for needing a cane to walk, Ned 
wasn’t impaired by his stroke. 

The two weeks of Garrett’s trial run passed quickly. An unspoken 
understanding that Garrett would remain employed came when Ned 
left him an envelope with $500. Garrett did not try to calculate what that 
equated to hourly since he was getting room and board. It wasn’t much, 
and any hope of paying off the IRS or Mikey was dashed. But his priority 
was to see a doctor. With his skin condition, he needed access to some 
sort of medical care for dermatology along with visiting an ophthalmo- 
logist. His eyes were in jeopardy because of his near-albino skin. 

He asked Ned if he could park his car in their three-car garage. 
The registration had expired, and it was in Trevor’s name. Too risky to 
transfer title or deal with the DMV. If he stayed employed at Waverly 
Place, he would not need a car. He would need to abandon the vehicle. 

Garrett was curious about Ned’s invisible son and daughter. Did 
they even exist? No pictures, no visiting and no phone calls. Ned hardly 
mentioned Millie and Conner. 

Garrett’s fears about the Mafia erupted each time the doorbell 


rang. And when Garrett read about an explosion taking place at the 
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foreclosed property that had been his home with Trevor, Garrett was 
convinced that the Mafia was after him for payment. Garrett began 
taking extra precautions when doing errands. Wearing large sunglasses 
and a fully brimmed hat had always been part of his signature look, but 
now he added a mask. If people asked about it, he would say, “I don’t 
want to get the flu. I am very susceptible to illness, plus I have a long 
list of allergies.” Little did Garrett realize that when the pandemic hit, 
he was ahead of the curve. 

It was not until Ned’s second stroke three years later that his 
offspring finally appeared. Were they like vultures hoping their father 
would die and were looking forward to inheriting his supposed wealth? 
Garrett had witnessed Ned’s thriftiness daily. He would expect Garrett 
to bargain hunt for the best food, over-the-counter incidentals, and 
paper goods even if it meant hitting five different stores. And Ned also 
trusted Garrett with the finances of running Waverly Place. Garrett’s 
job responsibilities had skyrocketed with gardening, cooking, and 
upkeep. Garrett didn’t mind working fourteen-hour days. He could 
forget about the aching splinter that Trevor had left embedded under 
his skin that he refused to get extracted. And when Garrett told Ned 
to fire the housekeeper, Melinda, and that he would perform her duties 
without charging him, Ned looked like he had won the lottery. It was 
easy to make this miser happy, someone who would have made Scrooge 
look like a spendthrift. 

Because of Garrett’s expertise in caring for Trevor, helping Ned 
bathe, get dressed, track medicine including insulin shots, and prepare 
three meals a day for him was effortless. Ned was a voracious reader who 
completed a book a day from his library. This gave Garrett the freedom 
to continue refurbishing the house and rehabilitating the garden. When 
Ned wasn’t reading, he would monitor the activity of hummingbirds 


and bees pollinating the red, orange and white Monkey Flowers outside 
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his window. When Ned eventually got bored, he told Garrett, “I want 
you to plant a yew tree, but keep it growing just under four feet. I love 
the dark-green linear needle-like leaves, tiny red berries and petite 
inconspicuous flowers.” Garrett was unfamiliar with yew shrubs except 
the nursery told him they were poisonous. 

Before Conner and Millie arrived, Ned had said, “So we are going 
to have a full house soon. Both of my kids are moving in. Since this 
last stroke, I don’t know how much time I have left. I told both of them 
that if they want to be included in my will, then they have to live with 
me. That’s the condition. No exception. We’ve never been close so 
this will give us a chance to change that, especially with Millie. Well, I 
don’t want to get into it. You don’t have to take care of them. At least 
they appear to be self-sufficient. Don’t expect any niceties from them. 
Just stay out of their way, and things should be fine.” 

Thank goodness Ned hadn’t mentioned his son or daughter taking 
over any of Garrett’s duties. But even with Ned’s warning, Garrett was 


unprepared for their reaction and how they would affect his life. 
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Joanne-Now 


As the ANA meeting moved on toward 9:00 p.m., President 
Joanne said, “If there aren’t any questions, I’m going to end...” 

An unfamiliar voice interrupted her. Joanne kept a tight grip on 
the attendees and an outlier disturbed her. 

“T have a question. My name is Tony Armstrong. I am new to the 
neighborhood and live in the condo complex next to Waverly Place. 
My concern is about the status of Waverly since it’s the only single- 
family home left. I don’t know if it is considered a historical landmark. 
I worry that it is at risk of being torn down now that its occupants are 
dead. My real estate broker promised me that there was an arrangement 
with the city, preventing Waverly Place from being turned into an 
apartment or condominium building.” 

Joanne couldn’t believe another Realtor had infiltrated her turf 
and had the audacity to make a promise like that. 

“I don’t have any answers. We don’t know what’s in the will. 
Depending on who Ned leaves the property to. I know it is not con- 
sidered an architectural landmark because Ned had made exterior and 
interior changes. Remember, just because it is over 50 years old, it 
doesn’t always qualify. Of course, we could try to get a petition as to its 
significance, but I doubt it would fly. The fact that we have a housing 
shortage is going against us too. And don’t get me started with the 


homeless. Let’s not worry about it now. Our priority is to protect our 


42 


Murber Times Turer: A WaverLy PLACE MYSTERY 


neighborhood. So, I’m going to end the meeting. We’ll try to meet 
once a week for updates.” Pre-pandemic, her homemade guacamole 
would have been served. Instead, the shaken crowd quickly left the 
premises. 

Joanne walked with Riley to his car and debriefed about the 
meeting. She slid her arm around Riley’s waist. 

“What do you really think happened, Riley? This is very 
disconcerting. Three dead bodies. Is it all pandemic related? And this 
guy, Tony, bringing up a bunch of ‘what ifs’.” 

Riley responded, “Joanne, give me a break. My God, I just found 
Ned, Conner and Millie dead. Ned was my closest friend. I feel so awful. 
I just hope the police can figure out what happened.” 

Joanne reiterated, “You know the developers really want that 
property. They can get away with building a four-story monstrosity by 
providing a few affordable housing units. And you said there were a 
bunch of mailers stuck in the door of Waverly Place. I imagine they 
were offers to buy the property. I wouldn’t be surprised if they hired hit 
men to knock off the Waverlys.” 

At the end of Joanne’s exclamation, she became aware of a familiar 
man darting away from the meeting. Why was he here? The nerve of him. 
The way he ruined Millie. I wonder if he is gloating now, like a vulture going 
after his kill. 

“Tt’s going to hurt property values. It’s already ridiculously dense on 
our street. It’s bad enough that the newspaper is going to mention the 
deaths. Residents might start selling their homes. No one wants to buy 
a house where people have died, especially these days when everything 
has to be revealed. Potential buyers might think the property was 
haunted, or that even the whole neighborhood was cursed. I’m going to 


be having nightmares about this.” 
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Riley did not answer her and broke free from her arm. Taking a 
clue from Riley’s body language, Joanne said, “I know you think I’m a 
heartless bitch. Not caring about the Waverlys. I never liked Ned. If 
he’d kept the original architectural design, we wouldn’t be at risk now. 


And I just thought his kids were odd, especially Conner.” 
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Conner-Then 


Conner felt like he had been cursed at birth. His mother had 
died giving birth to him leaving Conner at risk for mental and social 
dysfunction. His sister, Millie, nine years older, not only refused to 
mother him, but she took every opportunity to torture him by biting, 
slapping, or tripping him. He felt as though his fate had been decided, 
and he had no ability to control his destiny unlike Millie who was an 
unstoppable evil force. After her tormenting ended, she switched to 
verbal abuse. When she saw Conner floundering in school, Millie said, 
“You stupid harelip. You are such a jerk. You have to recognize your 
internal locus of control.” 

Conner hated when Millie used incomprehensible language to 
disguise her persecution, and his quizzical reaction prompted Millie to 
explain, “Take responsibility for your puny weak thoughts and actions 
and how that will impact outcomes.” 

Conner vowed to himself that one day he would take revenge on 
Millie for her brutal treatment and how it had stunted his life. 

Conner’s other misfortune was being born with a cleft palate. It 
was not until Conner attended school and called “a harelip” that he 
realized something was wrong. Conner asked the student nurse what 
students were laughing at. 

She said, “It’s very common. See this opening or gap on your upper 
lip? It’s hardly noticeable. Some children have surgery to fix it. You'll 


have to ask your father about surgery.” 
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Ned said, “It’s no big deal. The doctor said it was moderate or 
something. I don’t like the idea of you having surgery. Don’t worry 
about it.” 

Conner wondered if this harelip was the source of his crooked 
teeth. Ever since his baby teeth fell out and were replaced by permanent 
teeth, he was plagued by cavities. But because of the configuration of 
his teeth, he spoke in a nasal tone which had the advantage of making 
him sound more masculine but muffled. It was like a character in a movie 
trying to disguise his voice. Conner’s perceived disfigurement and unclear 
speech gave him a mysterious gruffness—no longer mocked by his 
peers. He never smiled thinking it would make his flawed mouth more 
noticeable. Conner was lucky his hormones kicked in by age twelve 
enabling him to grow a mustache and hide parts of his cleft palate. 

For his thirteenth birthday, his father bought him a Schwinn bike 
racer. He saw the bicycle as a vehicle to release pent-up energy. When 
he pedaled and felt the air circulating around his body, it felt like he 
was flying, as though the tires no longer touched the ground. His legs 
became an engine of mobility that helped his joints flex, muscles grow, 
and bones strengthen. Conner had been on a crusade to get buff, as a 
mechanism to improve his self-image. By doing fifty pushups a day, the 
muscles in his arms began sprouting. 

In Conner’s sophomore year, he became friends with Josh who had 
a pint-size frame which meant that Conner could overpower him. Josh 
had been blessed with perfect teeth, never needing braces. He perfected 
the art of smiling as if he were constantly saying cheese for a photo, the 
opposite of Conner’s fear of smiling. If only Josh could teach Conner 
how to grin. Josh did teach Conner how to “jack off? which moved 
their friendship up a notch. But when Josh started bringing Playboy 
magazines to their get-togethers, Conner discovered that looking at 


pictures of nude women held no interest. Conner had focused on the 
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way Josh held his cock, how he arched his back when ejaculating like 
having a spasm, and squeezing his penis as if he wanted all the sperm 
released. 

Conner and Josh had never touched one another, so when Josh 
moved into Conner’s space and kissed him, Conner felt like the Beast 
in Beauty and the Beast when he is transformed from a monster into a 
handsome prince. Conner’s self-consciousness about his disfigurement 
began evaporating. Josh told him, “You have a beautiful face if you 
would just smile. I think it’s cute the way you have that little slit, most 
of it is hiding behind your mustache anyway. And your teeth are fine. 
Because they are a little crooked, it gives you character.” 

Conner didn’t respond. He had to fight his corrosive inner 
thoughts about feeling shame that he didn’t deserve Josh’s kindness, or 
was it pity? And if Conner dared admit he was falling in love with Josh, 
it was too risky, but that is exactly what occurred. 

Two years later, Conner could not afford to let himself get wounded 
when he knew that Josh would be eliminated from his life by attending 
an East Coast college. Conner’s father insisted, “Colleges are good 
enough here in Los Angeles. Why would you want to go across the 
country and pay room and board?” So Conner began untangling from 
the sexual web with Josh hoping to avoid the pain of his departure. 

After high school graduation, Conner started dating Janet. He 
needed a distraction from the despondency he felt after Josh left. Even 
though he was not attracted to Janet, couldn’t having sex with her solve 
his loneliness problem? Maybe this was a good solution; he would get 
his urges taken care of and lose his virginity. He didn’t mind that she 
insisted he shave his mustache because it irritated her lips. 

When they rendezvoused at the East Hollywood motel, he took 
out a condom, but she told him, “No need to use that. I just started 


taking the birth control pill.” 
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For a virgin, Conner found her expertise mysterious but also 
welcoming. She soothed his anxiety about performing with a woman. 
Conner’s genitals did not seem to care whether his partner had breasts 
or a penis. He actually enjoyed the friction during intercourse, very 
different from the mutual masturbation with Josh. Janet guided him, 
telling him not to rush, and her moans meant he was pleasuring her. 
After he ejaculated and thought he wanted to escape, Janet insisted 
he remain inside her. Because Conner was still hard and her vagina 
had contracted, the penetration comforted him. Conner had never 
slept with anyone before. The way she cuddled Conner while they slept 
further calmed him. This was a new form of intimacy never experienced 
with Josh. If this was what sleeping with a female was like, Conner 
thought he could be straight. Although the orgasm did not compare 
with the feral ejaculations he experienced with Josh, the benefits of 
being with a woman outweighed the stigma of being gay. 

Seven days later, Conner felt itchiness near his groin. When he 
examined his body on the tall mirror in his bedroom, he noticed a 
blister on his shaft, and when he scratched it, a whitish fluid dribbled 
out. In his gut, he blamed Janet. What if she had given him some 
sort of sexually transmitted disease? At least he did not need to worry 
about getting AIDS. In Conner’s head, unprotected sex with a woman 
was safe. But if his life really was cursed, getting AIDS could be a 
reality. 

Conner slapped his hand hoping to prevent his fingers from doing 
any more scratching damage. Later that day the itchiness was replaced 
by an intolerable tingling and burning. 

He was embarrassed to tell his father or go to a doctor. Within 
a week the symptoms diminished, but he noticed that if he got into 
stressful situations, he would have an outbreak. He assumed it was like 


acne, something he had to live with. 
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While Conner attended Hollywood Community College, he 
replaced his friendship with Josh with his joining a gym where his 
workout became like a religion. Instead of praying, he found spirituality 
among the other members like congregants at the church his father 
insisted they attend on Christmas Eve and Easter. Worshiping his body 
became a full-time job. He bulked up to attain a body-builder physique. 

When he told his father that he wasn’t college material and that 
his goal would be to manage a gym, Ned said, “I’m fine with you not 
going to college, but if you want to keep living here, then you'll have 
to start paying me rent. I want you to learn the value of money so you 
can support yourself. But look, if there’s a real emergency, I can loan you 
money. You don’t have to worry about that. But remember, it will be a 
loan that I will insist you pay back.” 

Ned’s frugality continued to amaze Conner. It was like a stingy 
cancer had metastasized as Ned’s wealth and age increased. The bastard 
was on the prowl for bargains, stooping to shop at the 99-cent store. 
Thank goodness, Conner and his sister, Millie, had not inherited what 
they called, “The Money Hoarder Syndrome.” Ned charged Conner a 
nominal $200 a month enabling him to stay cloistered with his father. 

Conner treated his application for a front desk associate at the gym 
like an audition to show off his sculpted chest. The seams of Conner’s 
t-shirt threatened to split open during the interview. He could easily 
have been hired as a personal trainer, but his goal was to learn the 
business from top to bottom. He got the job. 

Conner felt as if the curse that had burdened his life had been 
lifted. He decided to celebrate by purchasing leather chaps. Although 
he saw gay men wear leather pants that exposed their rear end, Conner 
would be more traditional, like cowboys who wore the leather over 
their jeans. The first time Conner tried them on and looked in the 


mirror, he thought to himself, “Not too bad. I almost look sexy.” 
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Chapter 8 
Riley-Now 


After the awkward conversation with Joanne, Riley returned to 
his domain hoping to finish listening to the new Sofa Investigators 
podcast. Each week there would be a discussion about a murder and a 
guest “citizen” would offer their take on solving the mystery. Riley had 
discovered the podcast when he went on a quest to replace his sofa. The 
couch had been shredded by his cat, Justine, after his mother died. 
And with the death of Justine, happening a month after his mother’s 
passing, the couch became a triggered emotional wrench to his gut. 

During the Googling process, the Sofa Investigators appeared. 
At first, Riley thought it was a ridiculous name, a take on couch 
potatoes. But Riley was hooked when the moderator, Felix Monroe, 
told his audience of amateur sleuths, “Well, fellow Sofa Investigators, 
I discovered a real doozy of a case today. Three dead bodies in a home 
and the supposed suspect is the caretaker whom we will call Mr. C. 
But here’s the catch. Mr. C had supposedly been asked to leave the 
premises because the three victims had all tested positive, and they 
didn’t want the caretaker to get infected. No sign of illegal entry or 
anything stolen. Apparently, no sign of violence either, but you never 
know. The question for you listeners is this -- were the deaths related 
to the pandemic or was there foul play? We know it was a father and 
two offspring. And as of today, no one has found Mr. C because he is 
homeless. Next week we'll delve into this mystery. And remember, if 


you have any information, call before our next show. Until then, this 
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is Felix the Cat from Sofa Investigators— citizens solving mysteries 
outside the box.” Riley became juiced to telephone Felix about his 
eyewitness account of the aftermath at Waverly Place. The perfect 
outlet for his fraud investigator skills. 

Riley wished that Sofa Investigators had existed in 1992 when 
the fire that killed his father and brother occurred. The unsolved 
source of the inferno triggered Riley’s change of professions. Riley’s 
practical accounting degree made him despise numbers. It felt like 
debits and credits were fighting with one another in his brain. So 
when Riley found that a bachelor’s in accounting would qualify him 
for fraud investigator training and allow him to become a Certified 
Fraud Examiner (CFE), he quit his bookkeeping job. During the past 
thirty years, he thought he could find the arsonist who engulfed his 
parents’ house in flames. He continued to be haunted by the death 
of his father and brother. The police had bungled the case. Riley had 
not realized how all-consuming his job as a CFE would be leaving him 
no time to find the arsonist. Even though the police and property 
insurance company, Protection Plus, failed to identify an arsonist and 
dropped the case after a year, Protection Plus wouldn’t honor their 
claim. The police had tried to pin the fire on a dropped cigarette 
but failed to provide evidence. Riley told them, “My father gave 
up smoking twenty years ago, and even if my brother smoked, he 
wouldn’t do it in the house.” Thankfully, Riley’s father, Frederick, 
had a large investment portfolio accumulated from his psychologist 
practice located in a bedroom of the house that had been converted 
into an office. 

Not only had the fire destroyed half of his family, but the blaze 
had abolished leather photo albums and eight-millimeter films. Riley’s 
mother had returned from a bridge game to find only costume jewelry, 


Kennedy dollar coins and their coffee maker left in the rubble. Riley, who 
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had been living in Bakersfield, traveled like the speed of light through 
the Grapevine to witness the damage and care for his mother. 

For that following year, Riley suffered from nightmares; because 
any memories of his father and brother reminded him that they had 
been cremated -- no funeral or burial or closure. All Riley knew was 
that the unidentifiable point of fire origin and burn pattern discrepancy 
were signs of arson. Because Sofa Investigators thought outside the box, 
Riley’s gut told him that they could have solved the mystery. Years later, 
Riley had contemplated that one of his father’s patients had been the 
arsonist, but those records were decimated by the fire. 

When Riley’s attempts to start a new career as a mystery writer 
proved to be a fiasco, he had the time to pursue the Waverly case. He 
owed it to his friend, Ned, who had been his savior. And if he cracked 
the Waverly murders, maybe he could think about finding the arsonist 
who swallowed half his family. 

Riley had had a sterling record for solving the unsolvable. His 
greatest fraud case involved a couple from Sacramento, Eric and Jill, 
who had recently taken out a life insurance policy for $250,000. Eric 
was in a car accident when his car went over a cliff, and it burst into 
flames. His wife, Jill, filed a claim to collect on the policy. Riley was 
called in because his insurance company had suspicions about the case. 

When Riley went up to the area where Eric had had the accident, 
he noticed that there were no skid marks. Riley did some research on 
the couple and found that Eric was facing jail time for failing to report 
to his probation officer. But one of his big finds involved the smashed 
car at the bottom of the gulley. He found barbecue lighter fluid on the 
ground. Riley laughed when he looked at the container because it was 
the same brand that was sold at the Dollar Store. Apparently, Eric and 
Jill were super-thrifty like Riley. 
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And then a strange coincidence occurred. Another claim came 
in from Sacramento that Riley’s boss wanted him to check out. The 
East Sacramento Cemetery had been ransacked, and a corpse had been 
stolen, that of Anne Hawthorne. Riley did not realize the connection 
until the DNA of Eric’s body was released. It was Anne Hawthorne! 
Apparently, the couple had dressed the corpse up in Eric’s clothes. 

And another revelation came when Riley found a witness who 
noticed a couple looking down in the gulley after the crash. He had 
seen them climbing down the cliff, and then the car exploded. The 
witness assumed the couple had been trying to save whoever was in 
the car, but the explosion prevented them from helping. Riley put it 
together with the help of the police. Jill and Eric probably had expected 
the car to explode after it crashed down the cliff. When it did not, they 
climbed down to the car and used the lighter fluid thinking that the fire 
would destroy any evidence. Riley joked with his bosses and told them, 
“The final nail in the coffin was that they got busted because they stole 
the wrong-gendered corpse!” 

Not only did Riley find satisfaction in getting justice, but despite 
dealing with the dregs of society, he had faith in humanity, believing 
that people were basically good. He wanted to believe in human beings, 
giving everybody the benefit of the doubt, and not accuse anyone of 


fraud unless he had one hundred percent proof. 
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Chapter 9 
Millie-Then 


The nine-year age gap with her younger brother, Conner, meant 
that Millie never felt the typical first-child jealousy syndrome. Yet she 
hated Conner blaming him for the death of their mother who had 
died giving birth to him. Conner had been a “change of life baby,” 
which meant a risky pregnancy. Millie held Conner responsible for her 
first asthma attack too. She didn’t know which feeling was worse-- a 
brick pressing against her chest or a choking sensation. It was not a 
coincidence that the day baby Conner arrived in Waverly Place, it had 
triggered her asthma. 

Amazingly, for a young child of nine, she knew how to keep 
her distance from Conner, fearful that she might harm him. She 
was not jealous of Conner; she just despised him. And when Millie’s 
asthma, triggered by Conner, forced her to get rid of her cat, Bella, 
the relationship went into the toxic stratosphere. Miraculously, when 
Millie found the stray cat, Georgy, she was able to tolerate Georgy’s fur. 
Instead of worrying that any shedding might choke her, Millie found 
a path to overcome her grief. Millie felt like her mother had been 
reincarnated in the form of the feline. And when Millie’s father began 
detesting Georgy, it was further proof that her mother had returned to 
haunt him and protect her from his abusiveness. Instead of worrying 
that any shedding might choke her, Millie found a path to overcome 
her grief. Millie felt like her mother had been reincarnated in the form 


of the feline. And when Millie’s father began detesting Georgy, it was 
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further proof that her mother had returned, to haunt him and protect 
her from his abusiveness. 

Luckily, the siblings never attended the same school and only 
had contact in the rare instances when the family of three had dinner 
together. Their father’s sister, Ellen, had moved into Waverly Place to 
assist him with parenting the children. Thus, Millie never assumed 
the role of “mother” to Conner. She never ate breakfast and managed 
to arrange dinners with neighborhood friends nightly. She used her 
identity as a motherless girl to her advantage. Even at nine years old, 
Millie had formed charm and manipulation skills that she would use 
later as a politician. In Ashton High School, she became class president 
followed by being student body president two years in a row during her 
college years at Crescent Cal. 

After she received her Bachelor’s, Millie joined the Peace Corps 
convinced that it would be a major coup on her resume. She signed up 
for two years which she spent in Morocco. Being in the country where 
her favorite film, Casablanca, was set created a life-long relationship 
between the Moorish style/European art deco architecture of the city of 
Casablanca and herself. And, of course, during her off hours in the city, 
she would seek out places where the film took place. 

Millie never understood the myths of the human soul that 
surrounded the film; she only cared about how Ingrid felt when Bogart 
made love to her. If only she could find a man like that without having 
to become an indentured servant wife. The men she met on her Peace 
Corp team were liberals still living in the optimism of the 1960s— 
not on board with the small government of Reagan. As far as she was 
concerned, her cohorts were weak-assed unappealing creeps. Besides, 
finding a husband was at the bottom of her bucket list. 

But her love of the film got corrupted when she asked where the 


climactic scene at the airport was filmed, and the tour guide told her, “It 
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was shot at the Burbank Airport.” Millie thought, “So if that is the great 
myth of the film, then the love Ingrid had for Bogart must also be a myth. 

During Millie’s strolls through the city, she was surprised to see boys 
and men holding hands despite the strict Muslim anti-homosexuality 
laws. Her Peace Corp supervisor explained, “This affection between men 
is totally platonic, although I suspect some of these guys really are gay.” 

The way these guys put their arms around each other’s shoulders 
would never happen back home. The interplay reminded Millie of her 
brother, Conner. She suspected he was gay because she saw him ogling 
boys—especially his friend, Josh. Sure, they both dated girls, but it was 
obviously a cover-up. Each time she returned to Waverly Place during 
school breaks, Josh was always present; sleepovers, studying Algebra 
together and listening to the music of Queen at an obnoxious volume. 
When she threatened to tell their father, Conner said, “I’m not gay. 
You can’t prove anything. You’re just jealous that you don’t have a best 
friend to hang with. I’ve had sex with a girl already, too.” He pouted 
like a belligerent child. 

Conner’s accusation about not having a best friend felt like he 
had peeled off a layer of her protective shield. Millie had “friends” but 
they were only acquaintances. An authentic friend meant exposing 
the wounds that continued to fester from both her mother’s death and 
father’s treatment. 

Millie said, “You don’t fool me. I know what’s going on between 
you and Josh. I don’t think you would know how to have sex with a 
woman. Prove it to me.” 

“What are you talking about? How do I prove to you that I’m 
straight?” 

“Oh, forget it. I can’t talk to you. You’re such a wimp and crybaby.” 

While Conner used his fingers to wipe away the sudden tears, he 


mumbled, “Leave me alone. Even if I was gay, Dad would understand. 
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I’m his favorite anyway. You’re so mean to me. I hate you. I’m not going 
to prove anything to you.” 

Millie grabbed Conner’s wrist, opened her mouth, and bit into it. 
After Conner screamed, pulled away his hand, and brought it to his 
mouth, he hoped that sucking on the bite would reduce the pain. And 
Millie had a metallic taste in her mouth which meant she had caused 
Conner’s broken skin to bleed. 

Conner said, “I’m going to tell Dad. PIL show him how you attacked 
me. You'll regret this.” 

She quickly responded, “No, you won't. I told you already, PIL say 
you’re queer. This discussion is over.” 

Millie’s viciousness had a satisfying end. It was better to keep 
Conner’s secret about his sexuality under wraps until she could use it to 
her advantage. 

At the two-year point, when she planned to extend her stint in 
Morocco, Millie developed a lingering cough. Millie thought she had 
outgrown her dust and pollen allergy, but new construction near her 
hostel had been an assault on her nasal passages. Thank goodness, her 
trusty inhaler kept her symptoms under control. 

Despite the cough, Millie went ahead with her previously booked 
five-day tour from Marrakesh to the Sahara Desert. The scenery looked 
like paintings by Van Gogh if he had used a large mural and had been 
to North Africa. The way the rippled burnt orange sand contrasted 
with the cobalt sky gave Millie the chills even though it was over a 
hundred degrees. Shadows and the black skies at night were punctured 
by a thousand stars. She missed experiencing this world of wonder with 
her mother, the artist. 

The following morning, the tour had to be cut short because 
of an impending sandstorm. The timing was perfect. Millie’s inhaler 


was empty because she had miscalculated the quantity needed. The 
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beauty of the sand turned deadly. Millie tried to protect herself from the 
particles bombarding her face, infiltrating her eyes, mouth and nose. By 
the time the tour ended, Millie couldn’t breathe. It felt like the sand 
was eating away at her lungs. 

She barely made it back to the hostel and used a new canister for 
her inhaler which usually provided manna from heaven. But she was 
starved for oxygen. Reluctantly, she took a cab to the local hospital. 
Being in a foreign country, she worried about the kind of medical 
care she would receive. At least she knew the language and could 
converse with the doctors and nurses. Her condition worsened, and 
Millie developed pneumonia; she was hospitalized for a week. For the 
remainder of her life, Millie’s scarred lungs became her Achilles heel. 
If her mother had accompanied her, she thought that this catastrophe 
would not have occurred. A reminder that Conner’s existence was the 
cause of her mother’s death. 

Millie returned to the States after her Peace Corps adventure, 
and she turned her attention to getting a master’s degree in political 
science. Shortly after graduation, Millie won a seat on the council of 
Ashton City and remained ensconced on the board for twenty years. 
A rotating policy for the presidency meant that each of the five board 
members would fill that position at the three-year mark. 

Millie’s goal was to get name recognition to enable her to move 
up the political ladder. She had her eye on the Supervisor of the 15" 
district which encompassed Ashton. Millie worked on solving the 
homeless crisis before it infiltrated the city. Each morning she roamed 
the streets removing tents while moving that population into shelters. 
Her hands-on approach won acclaim. Millie looked like a chemical 
worker with her goggles, hard hat, orange plastic jumpsuit and rubber 
gloves. It was as if, when she touched the destitute, her body would 


become diseased. The protective gear costume became a trademark 
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in her political career. Miraculously the streets became spotless. The 
citizens joked, “Now the streets are so clean you could eat off of them.” 
But Millie was frustrated because her poll numbers were stagnant 
despite doing “all the right things.” 

Relationships had no place in her plans until she met Robert at 
the monthly Ashton small business meeting where representatives from 
neighborhood pockets attended. He looked like a professor in his brown 
sports coat with elbow patches contrasted with starched Levi jeans and 
creamy white shirt. Robert arrived late, sat in the back row, and never 
spoke. An intrigued Millie cornered him after the last meeting of the 
20 century as Robert headed toward his Lexus. 

“Hey, hold on. I wanted to talk to you.” 

He stopped, turned around and stared at Millie. The way his green- 
speckled eyes examined Millie made her feel vulnerable in the process 
of being seduced. Millie, normally the aggressor, went dumbstruck and 
physically passive. 

Robert’s seduction paused, and he asked, “Did you want to ask me 
something?” 

Like a sputtering engine, Millie said, “I, I, ...uh... I see you here 
every month, yet you never speak. You come late and leave early, and 
I never get a chance to talk to you. I’m on the city council and like to 
know my constituents—especially independent business owners. They 
are the lifeblood of our community.” 

“T just like to listen. I don’t have much to share. I’m a developer, 
and I like to get a feel for what the community needs. I’m tired of this 
reputation that all we want to do is tear down homes and replace them 
with apartments, condominiums, or retail establishments. We are being 
accused of gentrification. People are just looking for a scapegoat.” 

Millie could not concentrate on his words because of his 


aphrodisiac pumpkin scent. Since Millie had been a child, the smell 
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of pumpkin had been a turn-on. Once Millie recovered from Robert’s 
hypnotic spell, she said, “I would love to hear more about this. Would 
you like to grab some coffee at the Cloisters?” 

Robert replied, “I wish I could, but I need to get home. I have a big 
meeting in the morning that I have to prepare for. I’m free tomorrow 
night. I have an itch for food at Smiling Thai. It’s within walking 
distance. I could meet you there, or...” 

Millie quickly interrupted and said, “That would be lovely. Why 
don’t we meet at seven?” Smiling Thai, the last of the mom-and-pop 
ethnic restaurants was like an old war horse with sure-fire cuisine. No 
one cared that the red and white décor had remained unchanged since 
1960 when it had opened its doors. 

When Robert replied, “Great. Very nice to meet you, Millie. 
I look forward to getting together. I hope I don’t embarrass you, but 
you are a beautiful and handsome woman,” followed by extending his 
hand, Millie wrapped her arms around him. A handshake would have 
been an insufficient ending to the encounter. After separating, Millie 
noticed a scar gouged into his left cheek on his otherwise glossy skin 
complimented by a sturdy sexy jaw. He had created a masculine mystery. 
As she walked away, her body talked to her, I think this guy wants to sleep 
with me. I can’t remember the last time someone complimented my looks. 
Her sexual and political dry spell was about to be broken. 

The following evening during the dinner at the Smiling Thai, 
the pad thai and Robert’s presence rejuvenated Millie’s salivary glands 
accompanied by sexual rumblings. Robert had his same signature look 
except he had exchanged his brown sports coat for navy blue, black 
rather than blue Levi’s, and a mustard shirt. And the way he swallowed 
the food was like foreplay. Millie could not believe that she was 


transformed into a teenage girl who had an instant crush. Her original 
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intention of a quick meal followed by a sexual romp at his home became 
an exploratory background session. 

Robert: East Coast transplant; at sixteen he moved to Los Angeles 
after his parents divorced; no contact with his father; mother died when 
he was twenty; attended USC; failed his architecture major, switched 
to business, involved with the West Crenshaw Revitalization Project; 
never married, not gay, and a pop culture fanatic; music -- Prince; 
movies — Spielberg; theater -- Tom Stoppard; reading—pulpy fiction 
like Da Vinci Code. 

Millie provided few details about her verbally abusive father, Ned, 
or her distant connection with her brother, Conner. A life consumed 
by politics left no room for distracting hobbies. She admitted, “Live 
alone, rarely dated anyone. I’m a news junkie. I tape cable news from 
the extreme left to far-right extremists, and that way, I can fast forward 
during commercials when I’ve had my fill of conspiracy theorists and 
racists. There is only so much of Alex Jones and Rush Hudson Limbaugh 
that I can tolerate.” 

Before Robert and Millie left the restaurant, he asked, “You know, 
I noticed you have a birthmark on your neck that you keep trying to 
hide with your hand. It’s beautiful and kinda’ sexy, too.” 

No one had ever said that to Millie. She wore high-neck blouses, 
never t-shirts, and still, her hand found its way to covering the port 
stain. In her childhood, the reddish and pink color was less noticeable. 
Her father never said she was pretty, and Millie blamed the birthmark 
for his lack of compliments. She needed the kind of affirmation that 
her mother would have provided. Until she reached adulthood, Millie 
was self-conscious about the disfigurement, frustrated that makeup 
failed to hide her stained neck. But when she learned the trick of 


using a mile-wide smile as a distraction from her perceived flaw, Millie 
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became an empowered woman. And with Robert’s remark, she became 
emotionally attractive. 

Inevitably, Millie and Robert ravished each other during foreplay 
in his apartment that evening. When Millie peeled off Robert’s shirt, 
it looked like he was wearing a cross because of the way his chest hair 
had grown. Millie felt like Jesus was making love to her. Both were 
brought to the brink of sexual bliss, like two starving animals that had 
forgotten how to forage. After licking his face and focusing on Robert’s 
mysterious indentation in his cheek, Millie was prompted to ask, “Is 
there a story about your scar that you’re willing to share?” 

Robert laughed, “It’s too long to tell you now. Maybe after we’ve 
fucked a second time.” Profanity usually did not sit well with Millie, but 
it sounded sexy when Robert said it. Plus, she liked the idea that they 
weren’t “making love.” She was not interested in a serious hookup. And 
if Robert never explained the scar, Millie could use her imagination to 
conjure up an exotic tale about his imperfect cheek. 

By labeling their relationship an affair, only mating once a week 
in secret, the sex remained deliciously combustible. Millie relished the 
idea of being with a younger man even if it was only five years. While 
Millie ferociously hustled and fundraised for her campaign to become a 
supervisor of her district, Robert worked behind the scenes scooping up 
foreclosed houses in surrounding neighborhoods and converting them 
to condominiums. If their relationship was discovered, Millie did not 
want to be accused of any conflict of interest, so Robert stayed out 
of Ashton land developments. And she closed her eyes on any deals 
Robert made enabling him to bypass the required affordable housing 
units. When his normally upbeat mood rose to a level of giddiness, she 


often repeated, “I don’t want to know why you're so happy.” 
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She tried to keep Robert a secret from her father, not wanting 
to endanger her relationship. Even though Ned could be ingratiating, 
inquisitive about her date’s career, and never judgmental when Ned 
met her male friends, the relationships usually disintegrated after the 
initial encounter. She wondered if Ned was a warlock who put a curse 
on her dates. 

On their one-year anniversary, Robert said, “I’m tired of all this 
secrecy and only seeing you once a week. I want to wake up with you 
every morning. I’m afraid things are getting stale. I want to move our 
relationship to a new level.” 

A surprised Millie, who had never said, “I love you,” partially 
relented. She explained to Robert, “We can set up an apartment together, 
but I’m still keeping my place in the event this experiment fails.” 

She insisted that they live far away from Ashton. Robert complied 
and rented an apartment ten miles out of town. At fifty, she had still 
never shared space with anyone. And politically, it made sense for her 
to appear to live alone. She wanted to keep her brand of being a single 
woman, living alone, not needing to be married or in a relationship. 

Because Millie received endorsement from the local haunts of 
Ashton -- the last remaining bookstore, Life Reads; Antique Finds; 
Your Own Boutique -- she found an anonymous donor willing to match 
these donations. When Millie asked her father, he said, “It would be 
like throwing away money if I gave to your campaign. Who is going 
to vote for you anyway? Yes, your name is known in Ashton, but the 
District Supervisor covers a massive area -- from Culver West to Valley 
Town -- millions of people.” 

Why wasn’t Millie surprised? If Conner had asked for money, she 


was sure Ned would have conceded. She found that bond between 
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father and son unusual. Wasn’t it the daughter who was supposed to 
have the better relationship? Although Ned had never stated it, Millie 
always suspected that she reminded him of her mother. 

But Conner could do no wrong. It turned out that Ned did not 
care that he had a gay son. Millie was angry that she could not use 
Conner’s sexuality against him. Ned bragged that his son was not afraid 
to reveal his sexuality; he was proud of Conner’s bravery. All she got 
from Ned were leftover parental scraps. Once she became Supervisor, 


her father would have to respect her, maybe even show a morsel of love. 
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Riley-Now 


Riley had spent a grueling three hours at the police station detailing 
a replay of how he had discovered the bodies. To break the monotony, 
he sprinkled in questions like, “Have you found Asher? Are there any 
other suspects? Any word from the coroner about the cause of death? 
Who is going to take care of the orphan cat? I don’t want her given to a 
shelter. Is there any way I can keep her?” He brought Georgy along with 
the Ziplock bag that included the evidence for DNA testing. Their 
only response was, “We want to hold Georgy for a few days. Is that her 
real name?” 

Riley laughed and said, “Yes, would you prefer calling her the 
Waverly Cat?” 

“We want to take Georgy back to Waverly Place. She might 
uncover some clues. Plus, there appears to be some abuse, and once we 
compare the DNA on the inhaler along with the cat fur, we'll have a 
better idea of what we’re up against. But in addition to the DNA from 
the three bodies, we need to find Asher. And...” 

Riley came away exhausted and without a crumb to share with 
Felix on the Sofa Investigator podcast. Here he was an eyewitness, and 
he had nothing. Damn! Why couldn’t he embellish the clues? Felix 
didn’t know the full backstory of Ned, Conner or Millie. What harm 
could come from a little exaggeration? Riley needed something to juice 


up his life. 
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Once Riley got home, he had a delivery from Hungry Man Cuisine 
that brought him steak and baked potatoes along with a decadent 
black velvet cake. Double dark chocolate layered with mousse that 
far surpassed the popular red velvet. Riley had won this luxury from a 
one-dollar raffle ticket. He deserved a reward for doing his civic duty. 
Each time he took a bite, he prayed that his nose would come alive. 
He snuggled up with the patchwork comforter that his mother had 
knitted for him while he swallowed his dinner. Eating and listening to 
the podcast were Riley’s favorite evening pastimes. The food satisfied 
his body’s needs while the podcast would stimulate his brain. Solving 
the triple murder was like a puzzle. 

Felix began the podcast by telling the listeners, “As promised, 
we are going to tackle the Ashton Triple Murder case. Yes, we don’t 
really know if a murder occurred, but come on, people. Three dead 
bodies! Something is going on and we are going to figure it out. I’ve 
been gathering some clues from you, my fellow Sofa Investigators. The 
police have been their usual mum selves. 

“Now, Randall, owner of Ashton Nursery, has a major scoop. A 
while ago, Asher purchased yew plants and yew seeds. Apparently, 
Asher may be our Mr. C. Now, listeners, you may not realize that these 
are poisonous plants that normally have a God-awful taste, but they can 
be ground up and put into tea with sugar to disguise their flavor. When 
Randall asked Asher why he was buying them, Asher said, ‘Oh, Ned 
likes their look. Those dark green needle-like leaves produce red berry 
fruit and small flowers. I tried to tell Ned how slowly the plant grows. 
I even joked that he might not be alive when the seeds germinate, but 
he insisted on me planting the seeds.’ Who knows if Asher poisoned 
Ned and his kids? And during the purchase, Asher’s iPhone rang and 
Randall heard, ‘Oh, Conner, don’t worry about that. Don’t be upset 


with me, you know how I feel about you. Yes, yes, I know we’re going 
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to dinner tonight. Sure, we can have some fun afterward.’ The plot 
thickens. It sounds like Conner and Asher were hooking up with one 
another. Enough with these tidbits, do we have any callers?” 

Unlike other podcasts, Sofa Investigators, was a hybrid, partially 
taped in advance and then switching to live. 

This was Riley’s clue to call. He wanted to provide a juicy tidbit to 
top Randall’s bombshell. After Riley explained that he had a first-hand 
account, Felix immediately let his call through. 

“Well, now we have the man who discovered the three bodies. He 
won't give his name since he’s a witness, and he’s afraid the police won’t 
look kindly on him making his suspicions public. He also requested that 
his voice be muffled, so pay close attention to his words. We are going 
to call him Mr. Z.” 

Riley began, “Asher left a note with instructions for Conner and 
Millie. Seemingly, both were infected and didn’t want Asher to catch 
it. But here’s the real doozy.” 

He hesitated, wondering whether it was safe to reveal what might 
be considered evidence. His memories of that day had been corrupted 
by his nausea, but Randall’s mentioning the yew seeds triggered an idea 
in Riley’s brain. He continued, “I was in Asher’s room—about the size 
of a postage stamp. I thought there was nothing in there except the 
note I had found. But now I’m remembering a pair of gardening gloves 
on the floor. I nearly tripped on them. What if Asher used the gloves on 
one of the victims? Or did he use those gloves to plant the yew seeds or 
transfer the yew plant from the original clay pot that I found in Asher’s 
bedroom to the Waverly Place garden? And if they were thick cotton, 
they wouldn’t leave fingerprints.” 

Felix cut in and said, “So, Asher is still out there as a person of 
interest. The police haven’t found him yet. I heard the stupidest thing, 
that the police are hoping he turns himself in! Cause of death hasn’t 
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been determined. You know this damn pandemic could have killed all 
three of them, but what are the odds of that happening? They don’t 
even know if they had taken the vaccine, or what Asher’s last name 
is. It seems that there is a third car in the Waverly Place garage with a 
registration in the name of Trevor Westberg. But they can’t even find 
Trevor. Maybe this Asher stole Trevor’s car.” 

Felix paused and finished with, “Wow! You guys have really come 
through -- great stuff! I’m expecting good things for our next episode— 
especially Mr. Z, please follow up with your findings for our show next 
week. And now, a word from our sponsors.” 

Riley was on fire with his interrogation skills. A third career? The 
most energized he had felt in ages. Not only a purpose, but justice for 
Ned’s death. He dozed off and dreamed about being a real detective 
like Columbo or Monk. Maybe he would purchase the type of raincoat 
Columbo wore. Just the kind of outfit a thrift store would sell. 
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Chapter 11 
Ned-Then and Now 


The long recovery time after Ned’s stroke at age seventy-five gave 
him an opportunity to review his life. And forcing his son and daughter 
to live with him at Waverly Place meant their broken relationships 
might be mended. The last time the three of them cohabitated was in 
1978. Millie had turned eighteen, did her college room and board phase, 
and never returned home. Even after eighteen years, Millie reminded 
him of his wife, Betty, who died in 1970 when Conner was born. Every 
time Ned looked at Millie, he replayed his marriage. 

Ned and Betty were virgins on their wedding night in 1959. 
Despite being childhood neighbor friends, their relationship evolved 
into romance. The speed in which they conquered the three bases 
gave them the confidence that “going all the way” would be effortless. 
Actually, bases two and three were easy. When Betty guided Ned’s 
hand toward her breasts, it felt like he was touching silky cotton. His 
immediate instinct was to cuddle, but after Betty moaned, she quickly 
directed his hands to her genitals. Ned had been expecting a break 
before heavy petting happened. And when she grabbed his genitals, he 
began to squirm. She sensed his discomfort and returned to first base. 
She did not only use her tongue in Ned’s mouth, but she licked him all 
over interspersed with nibbling. Subsequent to their make-out sessions, 
Ned found multiple hickeys staining his neck—as if Betty were marking 
him. Betty had a large birthmark on her neck, and Ned wondered if she 


wanted him to have a similar tarnish. The nibbling turned into biting. 
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At first, Ned found it erotic when Betty sunk her teeth into him. But at 
the point where she broke skin and caused him to bleed, he screamed, 
“Ouch.” He hoped this was a signal that Betty had gone too far. Ned 
was unsure about her giggles, but she was able to ratchet it down a 
notch in the future. Ned insisted that his neck be free of hickeys for 
their wedding ceremony. 

Shortly after the wedding, Ned had been notified that prime 
property in the city of Ashton was in bankruptcy. Ned, who was always 
looking for a deal, jumped at the chance to buy a single-family two-story 
two-thousand-square-foot home, for $25,000. Ned had coined the term 
“Flipper” -- buying properties in bankruptcy, those priced below market, 
those in undesirable upcoming neighborhoods, or were fixer-uppers. 
Ned had the knack for cheaply refurbishing homes and quickly reselling 
them at enormous profits. 

With the potential for a growing family dynasty with Betty, he 
scrounged together a down payment for what would become Waverly 
Place. He kept it a secret from Betty. When Ned blindfolded her and 
carried her over the threshold, Betty’s initial reaction was, “Where are 
we? I feel like I am in a big barn. It’s so cold in here.” 

Ned said, “This is our new home. There are four bedrooms upstairs 
for our future children. I know it needs some work, but it’s not really a 
fixer-upper. It has lots of potential. You have such an artistic eye. Think 
about how much fun you'll have in decorating this place. I want you to 
be happy, Betty. You can use one of the rooms for your painting hobby.” 

Ned tried to ignore the disconnect between her frown and smile. 
When they moved in a month later, Ned and Betty initiated the house 
by making love in each of the four bedrooms. 

It was no surprise that Betty got pregnant, and within nine months, 
Millie was born. An easy and non-eventful pregnancy meant their 


honeymoon phase flourished. While pregnant, Betty continued her 
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painting, focusing on landscapes. She enjoyed capturing the sweep of 
the desert and the way the sun played with the sand as if the sun were 
an artist’s brush. Having never traveled because of a fear of flying, Betty 
used books as the source for her creations. She vowed that she would 
instill a love of traveling in her daughter. 

But once Millie was born, Betty’s focus turned completely from 
Ned to her newborn daughter. Millie had the identical port stain on her 
neck, linking mother and daughter. Interrupted sleep for night feeding 
brought stress to the marriage. Betty fell into a cavernous depression. 
When Ned suggested she try painting again, she said, “It no longer does 
anything for me. I’m just an amateur hack.” 

Each time Betty had a complaint about Waverly Place -- “I con- 
stantly have goosebumps from this drafty house because of hardwood 
floors and unsealed windows. Everything is old or broken in the kitchen. 
I feel like my husband is the warden, and I have been sentenced to 
life in prison” -- Ned tried to rationalize her unfounded fears, but she 
became steeped in paranoia. 

Ned tried to be understanding by offering to hire help, but Betty 
refused. There had been no sex since Millie was born. Each time Ned 
touched Betty, she backed away as if he was a leper, and there was a 
time she bit into Ned’s shoulder like a rabid animal. He had jumped out 
of bed and screamed, “Why are you attacking me? My god, what’s going 
on with you? You need help.” 

So rather than fight with her, Ned moved into the second bed- 
room and resigned himself to abstain from sex. Betty’s mood improved, 
and she took to mothering like a trooper. She accepted a peck on the 
lips from Ned or holding hands while watching the Ed Sullivan Show 
on Sunday nights. 

On their second anniversary, he snuck into her bedroom, only 


wanting to snuggle with her. When she didn’t stir and let Ned continue 
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to cuddle, Ned sighed with relief. It gave him hope that she would allow 
him to make love to her. In the early morning, when he was aroused, his 
eyes captured the essence of her. He became Prince Charming when he 
kissed her. She smiled as though she had been liberated from the curse 
of the past year. Ned became emboldened when she allowed his tongue 
to penetrate her mouth until it felt like a knife had cut into his lips, and 
his mouth began filling with blood. Ned’s throbbing lips prevented him 
from screaming at Betty. 

Ned learned his lesson again—Betty was out of bounds physically. 
It was not until eight years later, on the rare occasion when Betty was 
drunk, that sex occurred again. And when Conner was born, and Betty 
died giving birth, Ned felt that he had been freed from the prison of 
marriage. Conner had saved him, and Millie was only a reminder of 
“Biting Betty.” Ned wished that his fear that Millie would inherit that 
trait, had not come true. 

Ned removed all traces of Betty within a month of her death. It was 
like an exorcism. When he trashed Betty’s paintings, Millie screamed, 
“What are you doing? Those are Mother’s. This is all I have left of her.” 
Ned said, “Okay. You can take whichever is your favorite. I am getting 
rid of the rest of them.” Millie appeared to accept the compromise. 

The year after Betty died, on Millie’s 10 birthday, Ned’s sister, 
Ellen, arranged a party. The August outdoor event included Pin the 
Tail on the Donkey. Being the birthday girl, Millie went last. She hit a 
bull’s-eye and expected to receive a prize. No one else had come close. 
Ned had the responsibility of handing out the prizes, and he said, “This 
party is your gift. It’s not fair for you to receive a prize. The prizes are 
for your guests.” 

Millie tried to stop from crying, not wanting to embarrass herself. 
Instead, she walked up to Ned and bit into his hand. Ned jumped 


away from Millie and accessed the damage. He was tempted to end the 
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event, take Millie to her room and spank her. But he did not want to 
give her the satisfaction of reacting to her attack. Better to just ignore 
her actions and keep his distance from her. She became invisible to 
him. Let Ellen be her sole parent. 

Conner got all of Ned’s attention, and because Conner had the 
disfigurement of his cleft palate, it made him vulnerable. Millie’s port 
stain, unfortunately reminded him of his spiteful wife. But Conner did 
not have Millie’s spunk. Because Conner was a complacent two-year- 
old rather than a happy one, Ned had more control over him. There 
wasn’t a leash long enough to contain Millie. She was the wild card. 

Within a week of Millie taking up residence at Waverly Place, 
after her 55" birthday, Ned had a private conversation with her. Ned 
recently had asked Asher to move his hospital bed against the window 
looking out at the backyard. Ned insisted that having the ability to 
watch nature unfolding would be healing. He liked witnessing blue jays, 
sparrows and hummingbirds tell a story. It kept him engaged. Ned asked 
Millie to sit in a chair by his bed. But it looked like she was holding the 
armrests for dear life as if she were on a rollercoaster afraid of falling. 

Millie’s first words were, “Well, this is a surprise. I never thought 
of you being spiritual, but the way you have this room set up surely fits 
that description. Have you been thinking about where you want to be 
when you die? Feeling guilty about going to hell?” 

Millie mastered the art of turning a compliment into an insult. 

“Millie, no need to be nasty. I know we’ve had a difficult relation- 
ship. We’ve got a chance to undo that now. You probably think I’m a 
crazy old man forcing his kids to stay with him if they want to inherit 
his estate.” 

“Why, Ned? I don’t need any apology for the way you treated me. 
I’m fine. I’m over any jealousy about how you’ve treated me versus your 


golden boy, Conner. 
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“After your mother died, I had such a hard time seeing you with- 
out thinking of her. Our relationship had deteriorated after you were 
born, but I still loved her.” 

“Dad, why are you bringing up old news? Don’t lie to me about 
loving Mom. I know you didn’t. I never saw you show any affection 
toward her. Not even a kiss.” 

“You didn’t understand your mother. She was the one who was 
cold, and any time I tried to touch her, she would...” 

Ned stopped, not wanting to continue a painful remembrance. 

“There you go blaming Mom. You disgust me. I’m only here 
because of your money.” 

As a final grasp at tenderness, Ned seized Millie’s hand as if he 
could compensate for years of the lack of affection toward her. Millie 
responded by baring her teeth, and when Ned’s reflexes went into high 
gear to escape, his hand scraped against the rails of the hospital bed. 

“You haven’t changed. A vicious animal like your mother. And 
you wonder about the way I’ve treated you. Maybe I should write you 
out of my will. Better yet, Pll keep you guessing. That way you’re trapped 
here.” 

‘Tm sorry, Father. I thought I had outgrown that habit. Sometimes 
I just can’t stop myself.” 

Ned was silent, and had turned away as if Millie was a non-entity. 
When Millie saw blood on Ned’s hand she shouted, “Asher, get in here 
now. Ned hurt his thumb.” 
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Chapter 12 
Riley-Now 


When the president of the ANA and Realtor, Joanne, called 
Riley, he was annoyed. He had no more information about the case or 
the whereabouts of Asher. And if she expected him to reveal details of 
his interrogation, he knew that he would never divulge even a morsel 
of data. 

“Riley, I’m going crazy. Buyers are canceling their bids. No one 
wants to live in a city where three murders have taken place. We’re all 
screwed. This is everyone’s biggest asset and it’s going down the drain. 
You’ve got to tell me what’s going on. Maybe it wasn’t murder—just 
the damn virus. This whole thing makes no sense. Do we even know if 
they were vaccinated and boosted? And they were so careful. The three 
of them were wearing masks all the time, even outside. Maybe it was 
a new variant. Riley, you must know something. You’ve got to tell me. 
Come on.” 

Joanne was like a motor mouth, rambling on and on. Riley’s silence 
caused her to say, “Are you there, Riley?” 

Riley used his surefire, “Joanne, I didn’t realize what time it was. I 
have an appointment.” 

She did give him an idea. Riley thought he could rule out pandemic 
death if he knew their vaccine status. The odds of being hospitalized 
and dying were infinitesimal if fully immunized. But with all these 
hospital HIPAA rules, any medical information about the Waverlys 


would be private. But there was another way. All Ashton businesses 
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required proof of inoculation. Riley just needed to ask around. But what 
about Ned? Since his stroke, had he gone out? How would he have 
received the shots? Unless he paid a nurse to give him the injections. It 
would have been no different from being in a nursing home. 

Riley knew Kasem, the owner of the Smiling Thai. Every resident 
of Ashton ate there at least once a month, even if they didn’t like Thai 
food. It was the only establishment with outdoor seating along with 
large open windows for inside diners making them feel safe from getting 
infected because of the constantly circulating air. A pang of hunger hit 
Riley making a visit to the Smiling Thai a double whammy—satisfy his 
appetite and give Riley another clue for the Sofa Investigators podcast. 

At the restaurant, Riley’s stomach went into full throttle. Riley 
wondered if his gut had been working aggressively in anticipation of 
the pad thai to compensate for his lack of smell. During the worst of the 
outbreak when losing your sense of smell was a symptom, Riley closeted 
that information not wanting people to suspect that he was infected. 
Since Riley’s nose had stopped working, he realized how often smell 
came up in conversations, “That Uber smelled weird.” “What is that 
stink?” “Wow, that woman is wearing too much perfume.” 

Of course, Riley’s attempts with aromatherapy and burning an 
orange combined with sugar to revive his nose failed, too. 

The off-hour of four in the afternoon meant no customers and 
Riley would have Kasem’s full attention. And he could take advantage 
of the senior hours that cut the entrée price in half. What could be 
better than combining sleuthing work with saving money! 

When Kasem came toward Riley, he said, “Heard you're a celebrity 
around here—the finder of three dead bodies.” 

Riley chuckled and replied, “I wanted to talk to you about that.” 

Kasem said, “Sure thing. Give me a minute. I’ll get the cook to 


prepare your usual. Grab your special table.” 
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Riley never looked at the menu; it was always pad thai and the 
table near the kitchen was his favorite. 

During the wait for nourishment, Riley’s brain returned to the 
smelling dilemma, What if I couldn’t smell fumes, and the smoke detector 
did not work? Is that what happened with his father and brother? Wouldn’t I 
know if my father did not have a sense of smell? Why didn’t my brother wake 
up from the smoke? But when Kasem planted the pad thai on the table, 
Riley switched back to his sleuthing. 

“So, here’s the deal. I’ve been playing detective since I discovered 
the three bodies. I know during the height of the virus, you were asking 
for proof of vaccination, even if people were eating outdoors. I was 
wondering if Ned, Conner and Millie were all inoculated.” 

“Oh, God, I was such a stickler and still am, but hey, I wanted 
my customers to feel safe. I mean you can’t wear a mask while you’re 
eating. Oh, of course, the Waverlys had the shots and boosters. They 
were regulars. But once Ned’s caregiver came with them, I couldn’t let 
him in despite Ned explaining that Asher can’t take the shots because 
he’s very allergic. And because of his albinism, it could be deadly. Ned 
assured me that it was safe but I stood my ground which meant Asher 
had to wait at least six feet from the outdoor seating. I don’t think the 
Waverlys ever came here again with Asher.” 

Riley was salivating with the new disclosure of Asher’s status. In 
fact, when Karem brought him the pad thai, which Riley would normally 
drool over, all Riley could think about was revealing his findings to 
Felix the Cat. The reason for Asher being asked to leave Waverly Place 
began to make sense. If the Waverlys had a breakthrough infection, 
they did not want Asher to get infected. Since Asher was not vaccinated, 
he would be at risk of hospitalization or death. Or Ned, Conner, and 
Millie would be worried about themselves not wanting to pick up the 


virus if Asher was contagious. 


77 


GORDON BLITZ 


Just as he was finishing his meal, his iPhone came to life. 

“Hello, Riley. I’m Elaine. You may not remember me, but I worked 
on the arson insurance adjuster case where your father and brother 
were killed. We got a call from the medical insurance company. They 
were destroying old records and found something about a patient of 
your father’s who had been diagnosed with pyromania. His name was 
Thomas Freemont Diablo. Anytime pyromania is identified, it’s a red 
flag. That’s why I was contacted. The diagnosis had been required 
for reimbursement, but your father’s notes were unclear because 
schizophrenia was also detected. There was a long battle between your 
father, the patient and the insurance company as to which diagnosis 
was correct and how that would affect reimbursement. Despite the 
billing being over 30 years old, it had remained on file as a classic 
example of screwed-up invoicing.” 

Riley felt a glimmer of luck that the unsolved case of the century 


was on the verge of being solved. 
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Chapter 13 
Asher (Garrett)-Then 


Asher’s introduction to Millie and Conner included the niceties, 
“Hello. Nice to meet you. I know your father said I didn’t need to do 
anything for you, but I will be happy to do your laundry and cook dinner. 
Just let me know.” This was not only met with silence, but they looked 
like they had smelled a putrid odor. His first thoughts were: Am I going 
to lose this job because of his bratty kids? Are they going to step up to the plate 
and communicate with their father? 

For that first month, in any encounters with Millie and Conner, 
Asher was invisible. It was as if he were a non-entity—not worth 
acknowledging. 

During the safe U.V. level at dusk, he tackled the weed-infested 
grounds behind the detached garage; the perfect spot to grow vegetables 
and fruit. When he heard his name spoken, Asher thought the ice wall 
that the Waverly offspring had established had started to thaw. He 
became aware that Millie and Conner were on the patio. Just when he 
dropped his weed whacker and was going to respond to their summons, 
Millie said, “I can’t believe Dad hired that what’s-his-name to take care 
of him and the house. This guy isn’t a nurse. I don’t trust him. What if 
he’s trying to get into Dad’s will? That’s what some of these caregivers 
do. I wouldn’t be surprised if Dad has already changed his will just to 
screw us. I don’t buy his threat about if we want any of his money, we 


need to live here at Waverly Place.” 
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Conner said, “The caretaker’s name is Asher. I don’t know how 
much Dad is paying him, but whatever it is will be coming out of our 
inheritance. We can do just as good a job. And the way he looks scares 
me. Such light skin and those blue eyes. I’m afraid to look at him; those 
eyes could hypnotize me.” 

Their conversation, which made Asher’s stomach lurch, caused 
him to hide behind the garage. Should he tell Ned? He needed to 
perform a miracle to prove himself to Millie and Conner. This job was 
vital to him until he attained debt-free status. Recently he had begun 
to feel like an indentured servant. The fourteen-hour workdays left him 
no time for himself. His only pleasure was sleep, and that was about to 
be corrupted. 

The knock on the door to Asher’s workspace in the basement 
at 11:00 in the evening startled him. He recognized Millie’s voice. 
Surprisingly, Millie’s bad-mouthing him earlier did not prevent her from 
disturbing him. He was repairing the cherrywood Mission grandfather 
clock and was dressed in only a black tank top and shorts. 

“There is a spider in my bedroom. I hate them. Can you kill it for 
me? I would ask Conner, but he’s of no use. I had no idea you were so 
muscular.” 

“Oh, I better put on a shirt.” 

“No, don’t bother with that.” 

What do you know, she had spoken more than two words! For 
a 60-year-old woman, she looked well-preserved, a phrase Trevor used 
if he suspected Botox injections. Asher could swear she was glowing. 
Something about the way she smiled appealed to him. If he were straight, 
this would be the kind of woman he would find attractive; fatty but 
well-toned, small-breasted and androgynous. Millie was a mirror image 
of his mother, except for her blond hair draped to her shoulders. And 


her smoky and spicy smell was almost sexy, unlike the usual feminine 
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odors. When he was a very young child, he not only put his mother on 
a pedestal, but he kept saying, “I want to marry you. You are the most 
beautiful woman in the world.” Of course, she eventually fractured 
those thoughts with her disowning him because of his “homosexuality.” 

As Asher and Millie walked to her room, she rambled on about her 
long stint in local Ashton politics and confessed, “You have to forgive 
me for the way I’ve been treating you. It’s been an adjustment living 
with Ned and having you thrown into the mix was just too much. Being 
back at Waverly Place makes me feel like an adolescent, as though I’ve 
reversed course. You know how family dynamics go.” 

Asher could swear that she winked at him, and when Millie brushed 
into him, she did not excuse herself. It was as though she wanted to 
touch him. Asher thought, Is she trying to seduce me like Anne Bancroft 
in “The Graduate”? Of course, she’s only ten years my senior. Even though 
Bancroft was 35, she was supposed to be at least 20 years older than Dustin 
Hoffman. What if Millie wants to have sex with me? Maybe that would give 
me job security. That would be hysterical! 

After an uncontrollable giggle escaped him, Millie broke his train 
of thought and asked, “What’s so funny?” 

“Oh, I was thinking about the spider. Here you are this very defiant 
strong woman being scared of a little harmless thing.” 

“I like hearing compliments. Defiant and strong are good. What 
about attractive?” 

When Asher blushed, it was a major facial transformation because 
of his paleness. Not only did he feel flushed, but he could feel the blood 
rushing to his face. 

When they entered Millie’s bedroom, Asher had to shield his eyes 
because the room was like a television set with hundreds of spotlights. 
The eastern wall of her bedroom had framed portraits of a child, a 


teenager and an adult. 
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“T like a lot of light. I thought maybe it would scare the spider.” 

“Who are those portraits of?” 

“It’s my mother. I like to think of her as my guardian angel watching 
over me at night. I know that sounds corny. She died when I was a little 
girl, only ten. Even though she passed away fifty years ago, I still think 
about her.” 

Millie’s tenderness filled the room, and the image of Trevor flooded 
Asher. Her words were the catalyst that elicited tears, and when Millie 
took his hand leading him toward her bed, Asher complied. He could 
not resist her actions, even if they made no sense, but he would be freed 
from the log jam that prevented any physical contact since Trevor died 
ten years before. What a surprise that it would be with a female. The 
way she undressed Asher was like peeling away layers. What would it be 
like when she reached his heart? Asher was able to sublimate his fears of 
sleeping with the enemy, his employer’s daughter. This was going to be 
Asher’s escape hatch. He convinced himself that bonding with Millie 
would reap him rewards. And before they had intercourse, Asher asked if 
she had a condom. 

“Oh, please. You don’t have to worry about me getting pregnant. I 
haven’t had a period in years.” 

Asher said, “I just like to be safe. I had problems with my urethra 
when I was younger, and my urologist told me to always use a condom.” 

“Okay. Conner has a big supply of them in his bathroom. I’ll be 
right back.” 

Asher hated lying and explaining the reason he needed a condom. 
But he could not risk anything that would put his job in jeopardy. Even 
though he had never tested positive for HIV, using protection had been 
ingrained in him. And during those years with his sweet Trevor, they 


had always used a condom. 
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He laughed thinking that Trevor would not be surprised by 
Millie’s actions. Trevor had known his history with women. Asher 
hated admitting sexual relations with his male customers even if the 
encounters were pre-Trevor. With men, he felt responsible as if his 
testosterone was off the rails, while copulations with women could be 
blamed on, “She made me do it.” 

When Millie returned, she handed him a glass of lemonade with a 
condom and said, “This is made from freshly-squeezed Meyer lemons.” 

It did not taste like the expected manna from heaven, but it was 
cold and refreshing. While Asher drank, he thought, What if I can’t get 
hard? How is she going to put the condom on my limp dick? Maybe if I think 
about Trevor, I can get erect. Thinking about his love and the way Millie 
touched his genitals miraculously gave him an erection. A shock wave 
went through his brain about how quickly he had become rigid. He was 
on top facing Millie, and he laughed thinking, Maybe I’m bisexual, and I 
never knew it. I did have sex with girls when I was a teenager, and I was able 
to do it, but I never really enjoyed the sex. Something was missing. Or am I 
just so starved for sex that it doesn’t matter who I am in bed with? 

Just as Asher was about to enter Millie, he stopped. Having sex 
with your employer’s offspring would be corrosive. He said, “Stop. I 
don’t want to do this.” 

Her response was, “You know you want this. We’re both lonely. 
My god, with this pandemic I’ve been afraid to have sex. But I know 
you are healthy; you’ve quarantined like the rest of us. Look, we can 
help each other. You want to keep your job, and I can get my father to 
give you a raise. Come on, just think of it as part of your job. It’s not like 
I’m hurting you. I bet you haven’t had sex in ages.” 

As he pulled away from her, she flipped him over and grabbed his 
arms in such a way that Asher felt trapped. He had not realized her 
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strength. It felt like his energy was withering like when Superman came 
in contact with kryptonite. His legs felt like rubber. Asher’s thoughts 
went to, Oh, my god, I’ve been drugged. I feel so weak and everything aches 
like I have the flu. And what happened to the condom she gave me? 

He thought about ramming into Millie because of the predicament 
she had put him in, but who knew what kind of revenge she would 
take out on him? Because his energy was faltering, the most he could 
muster was gentle intercourse hoping she would have an orgasm and 
be satisfied with his “performance.” Her moans meant that he had 
succeeded, and as Asher withdrew, he said, “Whatever you gave me is 
making me sick. I’m allergic to a lot of drugs. I’ve got to go back to my 
room and try to sleep this off.” 

Luckily, Millie did not respond, and Asher would have to adjust to 


a new normal when he had contact with her. 
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Chapter 14 
Riley-Now 


With the ongoing search for Asher failing, Riley decided to use 
his own sleuthing and investigating skills to locate the suspect. Riley’s 
strategy was to pretend to be homeless. The homeless were not about to 
share information with the police; after all, they were the same people 
who destroyed their tents and swept them away like garbage. Police 
could not be trusted. 

Riley’s transformation included embedding dirt into his fingernails 
and wearing smelly pants and a tee-shirt stained with mustard and 
tomato sauce to complete his costume. He purposely ventured out in 
the evening not wanting to be seen by his neighbors. And because he 
had no sense of smell, he could easily maneuver his way around without 
acting like an alien visiting a new planet. How hard could it be to 
find a man who looked like an albino? Of course, Asher could have 
camouflaged himself. Riley’s work history as a fraud investigator was 
not that different from a private investigator. Finding fraud or finding 
people were the same—both involved hiding. 

Since he retired, Riley had kept his license to carry a concealed 
weapon up to date. He needed protection when he visited the homeless 
shelter just outside of downtown Ashton proper, called Ashton 
Adjacent. This would be the most likely place for Asher to hide. 

When he entered the shelter on the outskirts of Ashton, Riley 


was surprised at the organization and cleanliness of the rows of beds 
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and bunk beds. With enough space between them and an end table, 
the setup felt like a sleep-away camp. He had to give credit to Millie. 
Even though she had been accused of the term NIMBY (Not in my 
backyard), her solution of housing the homeless population had worked. 
Of course, Millie’s downfall, partially caused by her ex-boyfriend, land 
baron, Robert, meant she could never be forgiven. Riley predicted that 
with Ned, Conner and Millie dead, Waverly Place would be on the 
chopping block. 

Riley was able to roam the facility undetected although he might 
have gone too far in his attempt to fit the grubby stereotype. He 
searched for a resident who looked accessible so he could ask about the 
whereabouts of Asher. When he approached a man similar to Asher’s 
age with silver hair and eyes that looked alert, Riley said, “Hi. I am 
looking for a friend of mine. His name is Asher Langley, but I’m not 
sure what he goes by anymore. He’s very light-skinned. You might say 
he is an albino.” 

“T haven’t seen him. And you know you look ridiculous in those 
clothes and dirt on your fingernails. If you’re trying to disguise yourself 
as being homeless, you aren’t doing a very good job.” 

Riley gulped and cursed to himself, Damn, and I thought I looked 
authentic. The man’s British accent was incompatible with his situation, 
but it gave Riley the confidence that he was a reliable source. 

Riley countered with, “Do you know someone else who might 
know? It’s very important I get in touch with him.” 

“You don’t sound like a friend of this guy—more like a policeman 
or detective. Has he done something wrong? If he did, I doubt whether 
he’d be here. This place is monitored all the time. Plus, it’s very 
short-term. You might try one of those tent encampments. There is an 


old dilapidated building in the next town over, Village Grant. It’s near 
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the auto impound lot. I stayed there until I found this shelter. If he’s on 
the run, that may be a place to hide out.” 

This was the first time Riley had spoken to a homeless person and 
he asked, “You know, your accent makes you sound like royalty, so I’m 
surprised you’re living on the streets. Is there anything I could do to 
help you?” 

“No.” 

“If you don’t mind, can you tell me how you ended up here?” 

“I got suckered into moving into an assisted living facility called 
Life Force where I had signed over all my assets. They went bankrupt. 
Pm not a U.S. citizen, so I didn’t qualify for any assistance. I never had 
a full-time job because I dreamed of being a writer. I would work for a 
few months, just enough to subsist, so I could write. Nothing came of 
it. I had writer’s block too because I felt I had no story to tell. But now 
being homeless, I’m bursting with creativity. I’ve been writing like mad. 
Living on the streets has given me an inner strength.” 

Riley laughed to himself; How ironic that this man had the same 
writer’s block that I was suffering from until he became homeless. I should 
start living in my car to finish my novel. 

Riley thanked the man, got in his car and drove home deciding 
to regroup before visiting Village Grant, considered to be the wrong 
side of the tracks because it bordered Ashton Adjacent. For Riley, now 


being armed was essential. 
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Chapter 15 
Millie-Then 


Sex with Asher was a first for Millie since Robert had brought 
about her sexual drought. She was surprised that Asher did not realize 
this was not their first encounter. Being a politician required having a 
photographic memory—that uncanny ability to remember faces, even 
those of strangers. He had stumbled into her campaign headquarters 
situated at the abandoned Ashton Tool and Garden Shop. The city of 
Ashton could only support one gardening establishment, and the rival 
Ace Nursery had been the survivor. What remained here of the indoor 
and outdoor plants provided a delicious smell, a welcome change from 
the typical headquarters. And because of the glass windows it gave the 
appearance of transparency. 

Millie was rushing to a speaking engagement at a luncheon 
fundraiser for Daughters of Ashton when Asher bumped into her. 

“What happened to the nursery? This was my favorite store. A 
one-stop shop for all my gardening projects.” 

Even with her scurrying, his blond microfiber hair was as smooth 
as silk, and it remained imprinted on her brain. 

“Sorry, I can’t talk. All I know is that this store went bankrupt.” 

Millie was disappointed that she had not made any sort of 
impression on Asher during the quick encounter. Had she aged that 
much? She knew that the years had taken a toll, but her deterioration 


did not seem to matter to Asher. The combination of tranquilizer and 
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Viagra in Asher’s drink helped, but he needed no assistance in that 
department. And on their subsequent sexual encounters, Millie no 
longer needed to worry about this seemingly gay man performing. 
Asher had accepted her demands. He was so different from her usual 
unattainable hookup requirements—on-fire masculinity, the kind of 
face that launched ships, and an influencer. It had taken a gargantuan 
fuckup in her life to learn that those qualities were poisonous. 

Unfortunately, Asher’s presence had triggered a vivid memory 
about her political career that Millie thought had been cremated and 
the ashes tossed to the wind. Back in the week before voting day for 
Millie’s supervisor position, her campaign advisor, Bertha, had asked 
to speak with her at campaign headquarters. 

Millie’s poll numbers were through the roof, and she was proud 
of herself because she had used her war chest wisely. Millie had money 
available for a last-minute advertising blitz. Her opponent, Chester, 
did not have a chance. Millie’s commitment to the community was 
unwavering. During the campaign, she knocked on the door of each of 
her constituents, introduced herself and asked if the City of Ashton 
was meeting their needs. 

Millie found Bertha staring through the glass of the nursery. “This 
is such a beautiful space being able to have 360 degrees of view.” 

Millie was not in a chit-chat mood and asked, “So what did you 
want to talk about? This is the last week, and I still have work to do; 
getting out the vote, making sure absentee ballots are sent in before the 
deadline, and on and on.” 

Millie did not like the way Bertha was rubbing her hands together. 
Nervousness was not good this late in the voting cycle. 

“Something has happened. I’m worried when word gets out what 


the impact will be on the community.” 
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Millie had her own mechanism for dealing with nerves. She 
touched her birthmark, a comforting sensation that reminded her of 
her mother. “Just tell me what it is.” 

“It seems that your boyfriend, Robert, has been working behind 
the scenes snatching up bankrupt properties in Ashton. He’s a devious 
asshole! Someone was doing an investigation and uncovered his 
participation in a company he was fronting. I don’t know if I can do 
any damage control even though I suspect that you had no knowledge 
of this. Still, you could be accused of being in league with him. I’m 
worried that your homelessness project will become suspect, that you 
were clearing the streets so that Robert’s company could build homes -- 
density be damned.” 

Millie’s breathing faltered, and she grabbed her inhaler. Once her 
lungs began working again, fuming was her only release. 

She responded to Bertha, “T’ll kill the bastard,” and left the building. 
If word were to spread about Robert, Millie was afraid that the election 
would be lost along with her political career. She would be thrown 
off the board. At fifty, she would be unemployed and unemployable 
and forced to take early retirement. The city would probably make her 
forfeit her pension. 

But that was all in the future. Retribution had moved to the top 
of Millie’s priorities. On her drive to Robert’s condominium, she 
approached fifty miles per hour not caring that in the residential area 
she was very much over the speed limit. 

While she drove, Robert’s story about how his cheek had gotten 
gouged popped into her brain. She wondered if it was true or if it 
had been fabricated to disguise his criminal background. When the 
relationship was fresh and Millie had been fingering his facial scar, he 
had said, “You seem so fascinated by the scar. You probably want to 


know how it happened. I hate talking about ancient history. I usually 
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tell people it was a suicide attempt. No, just kidding. I shouldn’t joke 
about something serious like that.” 

Millie had smiled acknowledging her inquisitiveness about 
wanting the mysterious disfigurement explained. 

Robert began his tale, “Okay. It’s a long, long, long story, but PI 
give you the long version. I was going to a New Year’s Eve party in 
Silverlake. This was 1989. Even then, parking was impossible. I had to 
park almost a mile away from the event—it was being held in an artist’s 
studio apartment. I was alone and walked at a brisk pace because of the 
chilly night air. But it gave me a chance to explore the area that was 
becoming gentrified and had potential. 

It was eleven o’clock by the time I reached the bash—wall-to-wall 
people smoking so much weed that I felt high just inhaling the air. At 
midnight, I kissed this woman who just happened to be standing next 
to me. I could tell right away that she was older than me and the crowd. 
I was twenty-one. Classier than the other girls in their high-waisted 
acid-washed ripped denim jeans. I guess you could say I have a thing 
for older women. She had on a sheer purple dress. And she knew how 
to kiss and didn’t hold back, the way she grabbed my ass. Well, I was a 
goner. Even before the party died down, she said, ‘Let’s get out of here. 
I took a cab, so I need a ride home. I’m Lizzie.’ 

I was disappointed that she didn’t want to go back to my place. I 
wasn’t as confident around women as I am today, so I just said, ‘Sure, I 
can take you home, but it’s a pretty long walk back to my car. Are you 
up for that?’ As we trekked to my Volkswagen, Lizzie explained that 
she had been through a painful divorce, and this party was a way to 
prove to herself that she was still attractive. 

Suddenly I heard a sputtering noise that sounded like a gunshot. I 
couldn’t locate the source until I heard a booming voice shouting, ‘PIH 


kill you, Lizzie,’ coming from a hotrod. It happened so fast; there was 
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pain and blood in my mouth. I had been shot. Lizzie was screaming, 
and she ran off leaving me crumpled on the ground. Thank God, the 
police were cruising the neighborhood, found me, and took me to the 
hospital; otherwise, I might have bled to death. Obviously, I survived. 
The plastic surgeon did the best he could. So now you have the whole 
story. I wish I could consider it some badge of courage—a war wound, 
or trying to defend myself. But it was just a drive-by shooting. And in 
some ways, it made me more desirable. I no longer had that prettyboy 
face. The scar made me distinguished. It gave me character. You should 
know, it comes in handy with my deals, just like the way you use your 
charm to get what you want politically.” 

No, it just highlighted Robert’s narcissism along with his ruthless- 
ness. Millie always stayed within the confines of the law. Whatever she 
had attained, she attained legally. 

When she got to his condo, her mood temporarily softened when 
Millie found a shirtless Robert in the kitchen preparing his Wednesday 
night special, lentil soup and roasted chicken. It felt like the aroma 
of leeks, onions, carrots and celery was tricking Millie into forgiving 
Robert. The oven was cranked up for crisping the poultry. She could 
see droplets of sweat on Robert’s chest, the side effects from his nightly 
jogging combined with the steaming soup. That erotic smell that Millie 
loved about Robert had disguised his inner monster. Because Robert 
had his full attention on cooking, he jumped when Millie grabbed him 
from behind. 

“What are you doing, Millie? I’m right in the middle of getting 
our dinner ready.” 

‘Tm not hungry. I don’t care if the chicken burns. I am going to 
talk to you right now, and you are going to listen and not speak until I 


say so.” 
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“Can’t it wait until we’re sitting at the dining room table and 
eating? It will only take ten minutes at the most.” 

“T told you not to speak.” 

After she jabbed her incisors into his back near his hip, Robert 
screamed, “What the fuck!” When he used his hand to check the 
wound on his back and he saw blood, he looked woozy. 

Millie curled her lip and said, “Ah good, I finally have your 
attention. You think you’ve fucked me over with your shadow company 
and development deals, but I have dirt on you.” 

As she loosened her grip, Robert continued to rub his back. 

“Tm bleeding back there. It’s throbbing.” 

“Just sit down. This will be short. Just tell me why you did it. Was 
it your ego? The money? Did you get some kind of sick pleasure out of 
trying to destroy me? I hope once your secret deals are revealed that 
you get fined and thrown in jail. You said you loved me. Was that a lie? 
You know, I don’t really care anymore. This relationship is over. I don’t 
want to see you again. You are nothing to me.” 

Robert had that ‘I don’t know what you are talking about’ mask on. 
It felt like his gaze was lasting an eternity rather than seconds. His eyes 
were trying to seduce her and render her a teenage girl. When he tried 
to touch her, Millie felt like she was drowning and lacked oxygen. She 
backed away from him and cursed to herself when she realized that she 
had left her inhaler in her car. She kept repeating, “I hate you. I hate 
you. I hate you.” until she dissolved into snotty tears before getting 
back to her car and breathing in the life-saving ingredients from her 
inhaler. She gave herself permission to cry. 

The following day, a predictable emergency council meeting was 
called. Millie prepared herself for an inquisition from the members 


followed by a firing squad to put her out of her misery. The way the 
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president did a rapid-fire grilling left her unable to respond. “Millie, 
what were you thinking? You realize you are going to take the fall for 
this Robert person. It’s like you were sleeping with the enemy. How 
could you watch him snatch up properties and you not be a part of his 
scheme? They’re going to trace your bank records and show how you 
profited from his plans. This Robert character will say you were telling 
him what to buy. I know you have been a tireless worker. I didn’t think 
you ever slept. But we can’t put up with this. You are a disgrace to the 
community and your constituents. The damage that this Robert has 
done to our reputation is irreparable. I don’t care how many apologies 
you make. It won’t matter.” 

Millie refused to cower and said, “I take full responsibility for my 
actions. I know you'll want my resignation. I have dropped out of the 
race, too.” 

Millie had a fleeting thought that they would not accept her 
resignation and that she would be forgiven. The silence was so thick, it 
would take a knife to cut through it. 

Following her departure, she became Condemned Millie, shunned 
by her neighbors. She sought rehabilitation by calling the Peace Corps. 
Why not reapply? Millie’s earlier stint had been the highlight of her 
life. If she could reinvent herself out of the country and stop wallowing 
in shame by unselfish acts, she felt she could regain her integrity. The 
response to her long-winded application was, Although your asthma 
doesn’t disqualify you, we are unable to accept you in the program. We only 
accept one out of every three applicants, and based on your application, we 
felt that your comments about how you really want it and that now was the 
perfect time in your life to do this meant that you were just looking to travel. 

Could suicide be far off? No, Millie had no intention of letting her 


steel spine curve. 
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Thankfully she conquered those subsequent rudderless years 
with the unconditional love she received from her cat, Georgy. The 
importance of this absolute love from Georgy was crystalized one time 
when the cat went missing. Millie went on a rampage searching for her 
throughout the entire ten-mile radius of Ashton. Millie even wondered 
if Robert was the responsible party since Georgy’s disappearance 
happened shortly after their explosive breakup on the day that Robert 
called her and asked, “Look, you left a bunch of your stuff here, including 
a set of keys. Can I just drop it off at your place?” But when she asked 
Robert, he said, “Your stupid cat was there when I left, so don’t blame me.” 

Miraculously, their neighbor, Riley, found Georgy in his backyard 
bloodied with wounds on her skin. He immediately returned her to 
Millie. Georgy must have been en route home but remembered that 
Riley took care of her whenever Millie went on vacation. 

Millie had never experienced this type of reunion, and she wept 
tears of joy. She despised crying; she was convinced it was a sign of 
weakness. She tried to convince herself that Georgy had not been 
abused but attacked by a feral cat. Georgy was not declawed so should 
have been able to defend herself. 

At the vet, Millie asked, “Can you tell who made these wounds? 
She wasn’t missing that long. “ 

The vet explained, “Hard to tell from these lacerations. Abuse 
would show up by observing whether the cat was hunkering down with 
dilated eyes, glancing around for an escape route. Have you noticed 
that behavior?” 

Millie had been inattentive toward Georgy because her mothering 
skills were at ground zero. She had never allowed herself to form any 
attachment that would lead to a feeling of abandonment -- until Georgy 


was lost. 
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Millie followed the vet’s instructions about caring for Georgy’s 
injuries after she treated her to a bowl of cream. When Millie held 
Georgy without scaring her, she dabbed a mild antiseptic solution on 
her abrasions. Surprisingly, Georgy remained still. 

Once the wounds were clean, she was able to bandage the gashes 
so a protective collar was not needed. Was this what parenting was like, 
helping the vulnerable and defenseless? Millie tried to imagine what 
kind of tears would be shed if her mother could be brought back to 
life. Millie tried to convince herself that giving unconditional love to 
Georgy and the love being returned would prove that Millie’s mother 
had been reincarnated in Georgy. 

Two days later, Millie was rubbing Neosporin on Georgy’s wounds, 
and her hand slipped, pulling off a newly formed scab. Georgy found 
Millie’s finger and bit into it. Millie sneered at Georgy and dropped her 
to the floor. Georgy scurried away seeking shelter under the bed. 

Following the throbbing pain of the bite, blisters formed, and 
Millie’s entire hand was swelling up like a balloon. Because Millie kept 
shouting epithets, Georgy stayed hidden fearing her master. Millie 
vowed to never treat Georgy’s lacerations again, only clean her litter 
box once a week and feed her sub-par quality cat food once a day. If 
Georgy’s wounds left scars, Millie did not care. Let Georgy know what 
it was like to be in an abusive relationship. Thoughts of Georgy being a 
reincarnate of Millie’s mother vanished. 

Millie self-treated her bite, and the lingering pain verified her 
misguided contention that unconditional love could turn on you. For a 
few moments, Millie foolishly contemplated whether her aching hand 
was retribution from the bites she had given Ned and Robert. And how 
could she forget about biting Conner? Not only was he responsible for 
her mother’s death, but he stole people that were vital to her. Could he 
be looking for a potential relationship with Asher? 
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Millie suspected that Conner wanted Asher. She noticed that it 
often looked like they were using sign language at the dinner table. 
Millie was saving the revelation of Conner’s illness for an opportune 
time. If she acted on this impulse now, she knew that any chance 
Conner would have with Asher would be off the table. Asher would 
be stupid to have survived the pandemic only to be infected with an 
incurable disease if he had sex with Conner. This revenge factor more 
fully enhanced her own continued sex with Asher, and she vowed that 


Conner would never again have access to her belongings. 
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Riley-Now 


After Riley’s encounter with the homeless man, he received a 
call from the police station asking him to accompany them through a 
step-by-step replay of the day he found Ned, Millie and Conner dead. 
This meant postponing his visit to Village Grant where Asher could be 
hiding. Since Riley had formed an attachment to the cat, Georgy, the 
police included the cat in their tour hoping that they might uncover 
additional evidence of foul play. 

Riley hoped for leaked information from the cops during the 
walkthrough. His discovery of the family’s vaccination status had been 
the highlight of the last episode of Sofa Investigators. The website that 
listed the podcast said there were 100,000 likes. Riley could become 
famous. 

As Riley recalled each of his movements, the only change was that 
the bodies had been removed. But images of the deceased remained 
embedded in Riley’s brain -- like individual frames in a movie. He 
expected to see chalk outlines of the victims’ bodies, but when he asked 
the tall officer where the chalk was, Riley was told, “There was fear of 
contamination, so they photographed and videotaped the crime scene. 
But they did measure where the body was lying from a known fixed 
point in the room.” 

Georgy seemed sedate as if the surroundings had no meaning for 
her. Could she be that crass not to care that her owner was dead? Even 


if she had been abused, cats are said to remain attached to their owner. 
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But when they entered Asher’s room, Georgy jumped onto the bed 
as though she was looking for Asher except that she was shredding the 
bed linen and blanket. After her destructive clawing, she jumped off 
the bed and headed toward the closet. Riley felt a ripple of excitement 
that the cat might be leading them to a murder weapon perhaps. The 
detective assigned to the case carefully pushed aside the hanging clothes 
in the cedar closet with his gloved hands. Georgy was scratching at 
the wood floorboards. Was something hiding there? Riley heard the 
scraping, but he had no view. He did not even ask the police if he could 
follow the detective, knowing it would be a hard, “No.” Within a few 
moments, Georgy returned with a vial in her mouth. Riley was able to 
see that it was labeled insulin. Riley asked the detective who snatched 
the medicine bottle from Georgy, “Can you tell who the prescription 
is for?” 

Surprisingly, he responded, “Looks like it was for Ned Waverly. I 
wonder why it was hidden in Asher’s closet. And there’s more than one 
bottle that Georgy found at the back of the closet during her scratching. 
And there are also a bunch of bottles of pills with Conner’s name on 
them.” 

What an amazing find from Georgy. Riley could keep his celebrity 
status when telling the Sofa Investigators listeners about these bottles. 
Riley remembered the note that Asher had left and how Conner was 
responsible for giving insulin shots to his father. But why were they 
stuck in the back of the closet in Asher’s room? The oddest place for 
such an important drug along with Conner’s medication. They should 
have been in Millie’s room. And his upcoming visit to Village Grant 
would be the ultimate treasure hunt discovery if he could find Asher. 
Riley wanted to find Asher before the police. He wanted to believe 
Asher was innocent, but he needed to find the man and have him 


explain what happened at Waverly Place. 
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Before Riley went to bed, he remembered the strange comment 
the nursery man had made about Asher and how he had overheard 
Asher’s conversation with Conner; that they were in a relationship. 
Sounded like a melodrama if Asher was sleeping with Conner. 
This would mean that Asher was gay. But why pick his employer’s 


unattractive son? 
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Chapter 17 
Conner-Then 


As a present to himself on his twenty-first birthday, Conner visited 
Baja California where he met Darren during the tour of the chaparral. 
Because they were the only single men, Darren and Conner gravitated 
toward one another. Darren was clean-shaven with curly blonde hair 
and had the kind of face that made love to a camera. The symmetry of 
his eyes and large lips told Conner he was out of his league. Yet Darren 
engaged with Conner, asking him, “Are those muscles real?” 

Their guide took them through the almost impenetrable thicket 
of dwarf trees and the dense shrubby desert plants that smelled like 
tar after a rainfall. When Darren explained that chaparral was adapted 
from the Spanish, chaparro, meaning scrub oak, Conner imagined that 
he was probably a teacher. 

Darren suggested a dinner date at the dining room of the Baja 
California Peninsula hotel, where he was staying. Conner could not 
help blushing when he asked Darren, “Can we make it for seven? I need 
to make myself pretty.” 

Conner thought making the lame joke would reduce the embar- 
rassment he felt from the attention that Darren was lavishing on him. 
Darren’s wink, when they departed, threatened to unravel Conner 
completely. 

Conner hoped that Darren’s wink would free him from his pathetic 
self-image. How could a man like Darren be enthralled by him? On 


Conner’s final glance in the mirror, he almost forgot about his harelip 
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because his tan softened his flaws which included having a mustache 
or beard or both which never looked acceptable on his face. For the 
remainder of his life, he tried to mirror George Hamilton and always 
wore a tan. 

The southwestern motif of rust and terra-cotta ran rampant on 
the walls, tables and chairs. By the time the flan arrived, Darren had 
revealed his profession, Director of the Speech Language Pathology 
Clinic in Fullerton. Conner wondered if Darren would ask about his 
speech impediment coming from the failure to correct his harelip. 

Conner talked about his dream of owning a gym. He expected a 
negative response from Darren, What do you really want to do with your 
life? Instead, Darren’s eyes were making Conner melt with gratification. 
His reaction was no different than if one told his parents that he wanted 
to be a lawyer or a doctor. 

After their first bite of flan, Darren suddenly said, “I’m too stuffed. 
Let’s go up to my room. We can watch the sunset. I have a balcony 
view.” 

As they watched the sunset, Darren began stripping and started 
pulling off Conner’s clothes. It was like Darren was trying to match 
the way the sun dropped into the ocean with their dropping of Levi's, 
tee-shirts and Jockeys. Conner moved to an evening of multiple 
orgasms. Each time Darren found an erotic trigger point that included 
sucking on Conner’s toes and knuckles, Conner went way beyond 
cloud nine. When Darren said, “Did you know you have beautiful 
knuckles, especially the one on your index finger? Not swollen like 
mine,” Conner almost cried. 

As the evening floated by, Conner was surprised that there was 
no learning curve in the variety of positions and techniques Darren 


taught him, all ways to achieve ecstasy. 
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In the morning, during a break in their lovemaking, Darren pulled 
Conner out of bed to the balcony to watch the red, orange, and purple 
hues that saturated the sky. 

“Conner, the sun is alerting us that this is a new day, and that 
means that we can start fresh, too. Last night was special. I am so glad 
we met.” 

But this was the last day of the tour. Conner and Darren would 
each be driving back to civilization. Despite Darren’s romantic words, 
Conner fell back into his negativity. Once they departed it would just 
be considered a fling. An ounce of bravery caused Conner to say, “We 
should exchange phone numbers even though I know Fullerton is quite 
a distance.” 

Darren kissed him and said, “Yes, I do want to see you again. You 
know, I was wondering if you’ve ever had any speech therapy. Your 
breathiness and hoarseness are sexy to me, but I’m not sure it’s healthy 
for your vocal cords. You might have trouble later on in life. And I 
think your harelip is adorable.” 

Conner felt a sudden jolt to his heart along with his warm cheeks. 
His blushing embarrassment rendered him mute. 

“Oh, God. I am sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything; forgive me.” 

Conner’s lips began moving involuntarily. 

“No. It’s okay. Not used to compliments, and it’s very thoughtful 
that you’re suggesting ways to help me. I might take you up on the offer.” 

Conner kept replaying Mariah Carey’s “Vision of Love” as he drove 
back to Ashton. The song did double duty of keeping the afterglow of 
Darren’s tenderness in his head and distracting him from the hellacious 
drive. 

Seven days later Conner woke up with a fever and an itchy 


sensation around his genitals along with drenched sheets. The oozing 
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from the sore felt like it was eating away at his penis. His first thoughts 
were Oh my god. I have AIDS. And what if this outbreak on my cock is that 
dreaded Kaposi’s sarcoma? Did I get infected by Darren, or did I have the 
disease and give it to him? I need to see a doctor. No, that’s no good. This 
can’t be on my medical records. Maybe a free clinic where the results would 
be anonymous. Why did I have sex with Darren without using a condom? 

Conner lost no time and went to the Gay and Lesbian Center for 
the HIV test. When Conner explained his symptoms and the outbreak 
on his penile shaft, they said, “Let’s wait until we do the test. If your 
test is negative, those lesions may be something else.” Going to the 
clinic alone felt like he was in an echo chamber where his voice, telling 
him he was cursed, reverberated. As the nurse tried to stick the needle 
into his right arm, Conner couldn’t stop shaking. She said, “You have 
to calm down, otherwise I won’t be able to draw blood. Do you want to 
come back?” 

Conner said, “No,” and he took his left arm to steady his right arm. 
The nurse was then able to continue. She explained, “It will take a few 
days to get the results. We’ll call you. Remember, if you need counsel- 
ing, anyone to talk to, there are peer counselors. Guys that understand 
what you are going through.” 

The isolation that Conner felt when he left the clinic was like 
he was carrying a bag of cement, weighing him down with loneliness, 
unable to share his fears with anyone. He felt paralyzed not wanting to 
go back to his job at the fitness center until he heard from the clinic. 
He began scratching the knuckle on his right index finger, one of the 
elements Darren had complimented him on. The visible specks of blood 
meant that Darren would never find him attractive again. It would ease 
the pain of a projected break-up. 

Two days later, Conner received a call from the clinic. It was as 


though his body were a swinging pendulum going from a sauna sweat to 
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sub-zero chills before the voice boomed through the phone. He held his 
breath while he identified himself with a number that matched their 
records. 

His cries exploded when he heard the word, “Negative.” 

The relief was short-lived even after the blisters on his cock had 
begun to fade away. He catastrophized that he had skin cancer. Why 
else would he have a recurring outbreak on his genitals? 

At the dermatologist, the doctor explained, “From what you’ve 
described you have genital warts. It’s called HPV. There is no cure for 
it, but it is contagious right before the outbreak. Most of the time you 
won’t even know you have it. I can prescribe Imiquimod for you which 
will help minimize the itchiness and quicken the healing process. You'll 
need to use a condom for both intercourse and oral sex.” 

Conner asked, “How did I get this?” 

“Do you remember the first time you had an outbreak? It’s usually 
the worst. It will appear a week after you have had sex with a woman. 
And once it is in your system, fatigue and stress can be a trigger for 
recurrence.” 

Even though it was 1990, Conner was not confident enough to 
admit being gay, especially with the AIDS scare. 

“I think it happened the first time I had sex, two years ago. Yes, 
it was with Jane. She wanted me to stay inside her after we had inter- 
course. Now I remember that about a week later, my penis started 
itching, and I had a fever.” 

The dermatologist replied, “Sounds like she had the virus and gave 
it to you. Now if you’ve had any sexual contact recently, you should 
notify your partner. Warn them about your condition. You don’t know 
if you were contagious when you had sex.” 

It was like Jane’s vagina had been the jaws of disease. Once he 


stopped cursing Jane, another realization occurred to him. He knew 
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he had to contact Darren, and it felt like an avalanche of painful guilt. 
Just as the curse of AIDS had been lifted, genital warts reared their 
ugly heads. 

What was Darren going to think? Would he be relieved that 
Conner did not have HIV? Conner contemplated not telling him. If 
Darren did not have those symptoms, why reveal his own diagnosis? 
The night after he saw the doctor, Conner kept agonizing about what 
to do. He could not fall asleep. 

The following morning Conner was welcomed with an early call 
from Darren. 

“Hi, Conner. Just checking in with you. I’m going to be in your 
neck of the woods this Saturday. I’m meeting a group of my colleagues. 
We like to meet for lunch and compare horror stories about what’s 
going on with other speech language pathologists. I could swing by 
your place afterwards, around two.” 

Why couldn’t Conner enjoy Darren’s words instead of thinking 
about the impact that his news would have on Darren? At least he did 
not complain about sores or itchiness. If Conner was going to confess, 
it would have to be in person. 

“Yes, Darren, I’ll be around all day. See you on Saturday.” 

Conner tried role-playing to practice how he would explain his 
condition, but he felt ridiculous. Rather, he filled up his schedule at 
work with clients. He had moved on from glorified manager to personal 
trainer. Conner was making a niche for himself by seeking out the 
physically challenged. His specialty became the wheelchair-bound who 
needed upper-body strength or those with deformities where the legs 
were their main source of activity. And he would make house calls to 
his disabled patrons when visiting the gym was too difficult for them. 


Seeing their progress was the closest Conner came to smiling. He knew 
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that his own deformity did not compare, but it gave Conner additional 
empathy. 

He continued to use his harelip as an excuse any time things did 
not go his way. Of course, now he could add HPV to his list of defects. 
He had little hope that once he told Darren about his genital warts that 
the relationship would survive. Conner had a flash of a foolish wish. If 
Darren were a wizard, he could transform me from a damaged caterpillar into 
a butterfly. 

Conner was tempted to shave off his sparse beard and mustache 
fully exposing his cleft palate to see Darren’s reaction. Why not go all 
the way and reveal his disfigurement as well as his genital warts? Conner 
did not deserve a relationship, especially one with a man like Darren, a 
perfect specimen. Conner could not remember the last time he had seen 
his face hairless. Instead of appreciating the way the hair removal had 
made him look younger, all Conner could focus on was his harelip. He 
hated the way it split the area between his nose and upper lip. And if he 
dared to smile, his crooked teeth would further turn him into an ogre. 

At two, Darren knocked on the door of Waverly Place. Conner’s 
father was playing golf, leaving the mini-mansion as a private space for 
Conner and Darren. 

Darren’s first words were, “There is something different about you. 
You look like a teenager. Oh, my goodness! You don’t have a mustache 
or beard. So clean-looking. Come here, let me kiss you. I want to see 
how it feels without bristles.” Conner imagined Darren trying his best 
to not stare at his upper lip. 

Conner backed away and said, “Darren, there is something I want 
to talk to you about. Let’s go into the living room where we can sit.” 

Darren replied, “Am I in trouble? You’re not breaking up with me, 


are you?” 
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Once seated at both ends of the colonial sofa, Conner said, “You 
know, after we had that amazing night of lovemaking, a week later, I 
had this outbreak around my crotch. I had it long ago, but this time it 
seemed much worse. I was worried it was AIDS, but that test came 
back negative. It turns out it was genital warts.” At this point, Darren 
moved closer to Conner and held his hand. 

“Its some sort of hidden virus. Never leaves your system, and 
stress and not enough sleep can trigger an episode. So, I wanted to warn 
you because it can be very contagious, especially right before it shows 
up. I was worried. This means I might have infected you.” 

Darren listened intently without interrupting and was not showing 
any emotion. This confused Conner, and he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t 
even know I had the genital warts virus. I got it from a girl, of all 
people. The first person I had intercourse with.” 

Darren said, “First off, I want to thank you for being so honest with 
me. Some guys would never tell their partner. So that’s a good thing. I 
was going to call you because I noticed I had a bruise. I thought maybe 
it happened when we were making love. But when I pressed on it, it 
didn’t change colors. I got worried and wondered if it was a lesion. I 
hadn’t been tested for HIV in three years because I’m not promiscuous, 
and I tested negative then. So just like you, I also went to get an AIDS 
test just to be safe. I just got the results back and it seems I am ... I can’t 
even say the words... I’m HIV positive.” Darren stopped and cocooned 
himself around Conner. 

Darren said, “I wanted to tell you in person, not on the phone.” 

Conner tried patting Darren on the back like he was a dog. Darren 
wept, and Conner’s face became emotionally neutral, refusing to 
process Darren’s words. He imagined Darren was speaking a foreign 


language that he did not understand. 
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Darren’s crying never ceased. The minutes of him holding onto 
Conner felt like hours. Too much for Conner. Darren’s grip on him was 
tight making it hard for him to breathe. He had to escape and break the 
high-speed emotional train wreck that Darren was experiencing. 

“Darren, I need to go to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” 

Once he broke free, Conner took an over-the-top breath and ran 
off to the bathroom. He stared at the mirror and talked to himself; 
Thank God I tested negative. Oh, wait, what if it was a false negative? I need 
to get tested again to be sure. What is going on with Darren? I know that it’s 
a horrible disease, but we hardly know each other, and he’s dumping all this 
stuff on me. I can’t help him. I have enough trouble dealing with myself. I 
always put these guys on a pedestal, and then I find out they are needy or 
messed up. 

Once he came back to the couch, Darren looked composed if you 
ignored his swollen red eyes. 

“Darren, my father is going to be back any minute. I don’t think 
this is a good time to meet him. You need to get some counseling at the 
LGBT Center.” 

Darren didn’t look at Conner. He left Waverly Place hunched over, 
ready to succumb without a fight. When Conner whispered, “Goodbye,” 
Darren did not respond. 

Conner wondered how he could possibly be infected. It had been 
over three weeks since they had sex. But if he did not retest, he would 
be obsessing about whether he had it or not. 

The sound of the front door of Waverly Place opening interrupted 
Conner’s cluster of hysteria. Conner emptied his face of emotion as he 
scrambled out of the bedroom and down the stairs to greet his father. Would 
his father understand if he got sick? He remembered his father’s words 


from childhood about always being able to talk to him about anything. 
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“What is wrong with you, Conner? You look ill or guilty. Get a 
hold of yourself. That tan makes you look stupid! Is there something 
you're not telling me?” 

Conner felt sucker punched by his father’s words, as if Ned was a 
mind reader and knew exactly what Conner was thinking. 

When Conner said, “Nothing,” it mirrored Conner’s image of 


himself, Nothing. 
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Riley decided to hunt for Asher without his ridiculous “homeless” 
disguise, but he had a handgun tucked into his waistband. Carrying a 
weapon gave him a comfort level in case Asher proved to be violent or 
the area of Village Grant lived up to its reputation of being dangerous. 
And since the pandemic, coyotes had been roaming the streets desperate 
for scraps of food. A large booming Lumen flashlight was required also, 
even if the moon was almost full. 

Riley was on a mission to find the man who most likely committed 
murder times three. Yet at the same time, the Pollyanna in Riley said 
Asher could be innocent. Riley felt as if he were shedding years after 
he shut off the motor and stepped out of his Camry. Here he was at 
sixty-one performing the tasks of a much younger man. 

The piles of cars strewn throughout looked like the aftermath of a 
war. This could be the place where Asher was hiding. Were the police 
so incompetent that they had not scoured this auto dump? 

The utter darkness meant that an abundance of stars was visible 
when Riley looked up. If he believed in astrology, he would hope the 
stars were aligned in his favor. 

His sharp hearing was on high alert and the lens and reflector design 
of the flashlight enabled him to see 200 meters ahead. He considered 
shouting Asher’s name but realized, why would Asher answer? Obviously, 


Asher did not want to be found, knowing his fate. 
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After an hour of dark silence, Riley walked back to his vehicle. 
But instead of feeling defeated, Riley thought, This is ridiculous. Asher 
could be anywhere. I'll have to come back tomorrow. With so many clouds 
blocking the moon, it’s impossible to see anything anyway, even with the 
flashlight. I can start tomorrow at dusk, and since it will be a full moon, I'll 
probably have a better chance of finding Asher. If he was going to prove 
himself to be a born-again amateur sleuth, Riley needed to hone his 
skills. 

The following morning he organized his thoughts, gathering his 
knowns and unknowns about Asher. When the sun set, he approached 
the dump yard from the opposite direction. After he parked, Riley 
heard a faint sound, like a woof or whining. He quickly removed his 
gun ready to shoot if attacked by a vocalizing coyote. The gun felt like 
a natural extension of his hand. Swiftly, the silence from the previous 
evening returned. All he heard was the soft rustling sounds of his 
breathing while the moon illuminated the grounds and helped him 
move where his gut wanted to lead him. His gun went back into his 
holster. He continued navigating the maze of automobiles periodically 
walking near the perimeters filled with shrubs and trees. 

But when he retraced his steps to the heart of the dump yard and 
maneuvered himself between the cars, a menacing sound hit his ears. 
A coyote was staring at him ready to pounce just as a pair of arms from 
behind immobilized Riley and dragged him away from the salivating 
animal. The way Riley was trapped made it impossible for him to turn 
around and see his attacker. Riley felt his insides trembling. 

A voice whispered, “Just be quiet. I’m going to take your gun. You 
aren’t going to need it.” 

The touch of hands removing Riley’s gun strangely relaxed him 
because the fear of having to use his weapon had now been eliminated. 


The man’s fingernails felt long like knives gouging Riley’s skin. 


112 


Murber Times Turer: A Waverty Place MYSTERY 


“You don’t really want to kill the coyote. What if you missed? You 
really would be in trouble then. Tangling with an angry coyote would 
only end badly.” 

Riley could not decide which was more frightening, being pulver- 
ized by an animal or being held hostage by a mysterious man. His heart 
was a racehorse galloping to the finish line. He could not identify the 
voice. It could be Asher. 

The voice said, “What are you doing here? This is so dangerous, 
and you’re no spring chicken. You’re that retired fraud investigator, 
right? I know you from the Ashton neighborhood.” 

And then Riley knew; this was Asher! 

When the man slightly loosened his grip, Riley could turn his neck 
just enough to see radiant eyes that were cutting through the darkness. 
Riley remembered Asher as having blond hair, but this man’s hair was 
pitch-black which allowed him to be camouflaged by the night. But it 
was the voice that confirmed his identity, melodic and hypnotizing to 
match his eyes. 

Riley considered trying to break free of Asher’s clutches and 
running back to his car, but since Asher was armed that would be a fatal 
move. Riley’s legs felt heavy, and when he fell to the ground because of 
the pace Asher had set, Riley worried that he would be dragged along 
the dirt path. Asher’s grip felt like it was pulling Riley’s arms out of their 
sockets. 

Riley said, “Can you just let go of me? I promise I won’t run away. 
I just want to talk to you.” 

Finally, Asher helped him up and said, “Look, we need to keep 
moving. You’re slowing us down. I don’t know if you’ve reported me to 
the police already.” 

“Come on, I just found you. I haven’t done anything yet. Can’t we 


get out of here? It’s dark. I feel really uncomfortable.” 
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Asher focused on Riley’s eyes and said, “I don’t trust you. I should 
just tie you up. I need to keep running, and it’s not because I’m guilty of 
anything. I don’t even know why I’m talking to you.” 

As a fraud investigator, Riley had been taught to use the eyes as 
a barometer of whether lies were being told. Lies were associated with 
large pupil dilation. Not only were Asher’s pupils normal size, but he 
looked directly at Riley without shifting his gaze. Unless Asher was 
an exceptional actor, Riley, at that moment believed he could be 
innocent. 

“Look, I understand why you don’t trust me. I’m not a policeman. 
I’m not doing this to help the police. What about we go somewhere and 
just talk? Pm not forcing you to tell me anything. Are you okay with 
that?” 

‘Tm hungry and I probably smell. If you think talking is going to 
make a difference, then okay. But not too much time.” 

Riley laughed, “I have no sense of smell so your odor won’t bother 
me. Isn’t there a Chicken Fry’s around here; it’s open all night.” 

“No, what if someone sees me?” 

Riley replied, “No one is going to recognize you with your hair like 
that and a baseball cap. Okay, how about this? We drive over there; I’ll 
get some takeout and we can sit in my car and eat.” 

He thought he must be crazy for suggesting that option. If he 
continued trusting Asher, was his life in danger? Riley again was 
tempted to just escape, but his curiosity about Asher’s story overruled 
that choice. 

“That’s fine. Before we go. I want to go back to my tent and make 
sure it’s fully disguised. P1 blindfold you until we get there.” 

Riley thought, Boy, even if I get murdered, I have enough ammunition 
here to write my next mystery novel. I’m surprised he hasn’t gagged or 


handcuffed me.” 


114 


Murber Times Turer: A WaverRLy PLACE MYSTERY 


After Riley was blindfolded, Asher slowed the pace of the walk. 
When they stopped and the tight cloth was removed from his face, 
Riley did not realize that they had arrived at the tent because Asher 
had cleverly camouflaged it with a dyed fabric that blended with the 
foliage. And when Riley entered the tent, he was surprised at how 
spacious and homey it was with not only room for a sleeping bag but 
a table and chairs along with a stack of books. And Asher had used 
luminarias, those small paper lanterns that hold candles, to create a 
soft glow. They reminded Riley of the farolitos when he visited Santa 
Fe with his mother, the last vacation he had taken. 

Riley noticed that Asher was picking at a scab on his arm. Before 
Riley asked what happened, Asher volunteered, “My damn skin. It’s so 
sensitive. Takes forever to heal. Millie’s cat, Georgy, bit me when I was 
leaving Waverly Place. I think she sensed that I was abandoning her. I 
brought a first aid kit. I don’t want this to get infected. Just give me a 
minute to clean this up.” 

After Asher quickly wrapped his arm in gauze, he blew out the 
candles and further disguised the tent. Once Riley became blind again, 
Asher returned them to their starting point. From there, Riley directed 
Asher to his Camry. 

During the drive to Chicken Fry’s, Asher said, “Are you some sort 
of vigilante?” 

“Tm a bored man since I retired. And Ned was a good friend. He 
was there for me, and I feel like I owe him by finding out how he died. 
I need some purpose in my life. Also, I listen to this podcast called Sofa 
Investigators. I thought if I found you before the police did, then I would 
be famous on that podcast. Writing mystery novels hasn’t brought me 
any attention.” 

Riley felt like he was leaving his comfort zone being so open about 


his feelings. He couldn’t stop talking. Damn! If he continued this 
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slippery slope of revelations, he might even bring up the death of his 
mother! Asher’s eyes convinced Riley that he was a good listener. 

“T still don’t get it,” Asher stated. “Just tell me the real reason you 
were looking for me.” 

“Ned always praised you. What a good caretaker you were, not 
only of him but of Waverly Place. That you were moral and honest. 
He said he let you handle his finances, and he never doubted your 
trustworthiness. This makes me think that you really could be innocent. 
I know you’re on a wanted list by the police, but I wanted to get to you 
before they did. Hear your side of the story.” 

“T don’t know.” 

“Asher, you do understand that the longer you stay on the run, the 
more it will convince the police that you’re guilty.” 

Asher said, “At this point, maybe it doesn’t even matter. I have 
nothing. My lover died ten years ago. I don’t have a job or a home. 
But if I’m going to die, I want it to be on my own terms. I know that I 
would never last a day in prison with the way I look.” 

“T have an idea. What if we go back to my place, and we finish 
this conversation?” Riley had gone from stupidity to insanity. Was it 
his mental and physical exhaustion talking? Wasn’t it the only rational 
decision to bring Asher directly to the police station? But when Asher 
showed no reaction, Riley decided that maybe he should head to the 
police station. 

On the drive back to Ashton, neither spoke as if talking might 
destroy the relief each felt; Riley, that he had found Asher and Asher, 
that he was no longer a fugitive. Riley had been so deep in his headspace 
that it was as if his Camry had been on self-drive. His eyes were like 
slits, and he said, “I’m so tired. I think I was dozing off a few times when 
I was driving; couldn’t keep my eyes open. I really don’t want to go 


through the whole police thing. It can wait until morning. The most I 
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can think about is going to bed.” It didn’t cross Riley’s mind that here 
Asher had another chance to flee. 

Asher looked like he was in a hypnotic state until Riley, without 
thinking, said, “Come on. Let’s go to my house. You need a good night’s 
sleep, too. I’m sure you haven’t been in a real bed in a while. Everything 
else can be done in the morning.” 

When Riley connected with Asher’s hand, he felt a prickle from 
its roughness. It was a new sensation, but it did not frighten him. At 
sixty-one, he had never had sex and rarely touched anyone, except 
for his mother. Asher’s hands felt the way he imagined a thorny white 
cloud might feel. Riley’s imagination was out of control thinking these 
strange thoughts. Sleep could not come too soon. 

Because Asher had fallen asleep in the car, the run to Chicken 
Fry’s was forgotten. Riley nudged him awake and brought him into the 
house and assigned him to the guest bedroom. 

When Georgy greeted them with a loud meow, Riley was unsure 
if this was a friendly gesture. Asher did not acknowledge the cat or 
question Riley as to why she was in his home. He just fell into bed and 
went back to sleep again. 

Riley, too, ripped off his clothes as fast as he could and went to bed 
falling into a deep sleep the moment his head hit the pillow. At four 
in the morning, when he went to relieve himself, Georgy was blocking 
his way to the bathroom. She had that I know something look. Was she 
giving him a sign to check on Asher? But Riley felt his total exhaustion 
and only wanted to return to bed. 

When he awoke the next morning, Riley realized he had missed 
the last Sofa Investigators podcast. Unlike him to skip an episode, but 
his iPhone had it available for him to listen to. 

Felix, the Cat, started right in. “I have a real nugget for you tonight. 


Someone leaked information from the police reports. The initial 
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autopsy reports came through, and it was found that Ned, Conner and 
Millie did not have the virus when they died. If they had died from the 
virus, it would have still been in their system. This can only mean that 
they were murdered! It proves that there is a killer loose! We need to 
find him or her. I was expecting to hear from Mr. Z, our reliable weekly 
source, but he never called in. Hopefully, if he was searching for that 
caregiver, Mr. C, he didn’t get murdered himself. Until next time, this 
is Felix, the Cat, signing off.” 
Once out of bed, Riley prayed that Asher had not fled. 
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After Asher had been temporarily discharged from Waverly Place, 
he pocketed the funds given to him for food and housing that he would 
need while he was away. Paying off the IRS was a priority rather than 
paying for housing. Surprisingly, finding his homelessness roots came 
naturally to him, even with the passage of ten years. He felt cleansed by 
being in touch with nature. 

His weekly checkup calls were answered by Millie with a flat, 
“Everything is fine here. Don’t worry about us.” 

On the third week, the calls went directly to voicemail. By the 
time a month had passed, Asher felt compelled to return to Waverly 
Place. When he opened the front door and shouted “Hello, Conner, 
Millie, Ned!” it felt like his voice was cutting through the stillness of a 
mausoleum because he was met with deep silence. 

He attempted calling Millie’s cat, Georgy, but the animal had 
a mind of her own and rarely responded to her name. He found it 
impossible to believe that Millie had named her after the Lynn Redgrave 
film from the 1960s. The sweet movie contrasted so much from the 
wicked Millie. 

If the Waverlys were out and recovered from the virus, they should 
have called him back. 

Asher decided to check on Ned, his first responsibility as caregiver. 
The door was locked which seemed odd. Why would Millie or Conner 


lock their father’s door? Instead of banging on it, he went directly to 
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Conner’s room. It was the time of day that they both would usually nap 
after partaking in their afternoon delight. 

Conner was not in bed, and Asher smelled something off, a really 
foul odor. He could not find the source of the smell. The thought that 
Georgy had caught a mouse and dragged it into Conner’s room flashed 
through his mind. Asher checked the walk-in closet where Conner 
kept his fifty pairs of gym shoes. He had one of every brand—Nike, 
Reebok, Puma; he liked to wear a different pair every day. After turning 
off the closet light, Asher gasped when he suddenly noticed Conner 
lying face down by the side of his bed. That was where the smell was 
coming from; Conner had soiled himself. When Asher tried to turn 
Conner over, he realized the man was dead. After Asher recovered from 
the shock of his discovery, he felt overwhelmed by sadness. Conner’s 
hatred of himself had been wiped clean by death, and he would no 
longer be battered by Millie and Ned. 

Asher felt numb as if his arms and legs had fallen asleep. Only his 
brain was working. Should I call 911? But I don’t want to be questioned 
by the police. What if they think I killed Conner? I can’t be identified. Once 
they discover my real name is Garrett, the IRS will find me, and that Mafia 
guy will put a hit out on me. Even if I convince them I’m innocent, I’m still 
fucked! 

Once the feeling in his arms and legs returned, his instinct was to 
run until he remembered about Ned and Millie. 

He found the alternate door to Ned’s room, and his eyes scanned 
the empty space. Asher checked the bathroom and found Ned slumped 
over on the toilet and lifeless. 

Overwhelmed by panic, he grabbed a few of his belongings and 
prepared to run. Asher had left his car in the garage. It had been idle 


for the past ten years because the registration was in Trevor’s name, and 
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since they had legally married in 2008, he did not want to take any 
chances of being tracked down. 

This was crazy that both Ned and Conner were dead. It could not 
be from the virus because they were both vaccinated and boosted. It 
was not until he closed the front door to Waverly Place and started 
running that he realized he had not checked on Millie’s condition. 

With each breath he took, Asher unleashed the first tears he had 
shed since his lover Trevor’s death. Even with all their dysfunction, 
the Waverlys had become his family. Ned had innumerable faults, but 
according to Conner, he had never been judgmental about Conner’s 
gayness, unlike Asher’s parents. And in a strange way, Millie and 


Conner had become the brother and sister he never had. 
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Chapter 20 
Robert-Then and Now 


Before the debacle with Millie where Robert almost went to jail, 
Millie had allowed her father to call Robert. Millie likened it to an 
audition. If Robert passed, an actual meeting could happen. Robert had 
totally charmed Ned. Between the morsels of information Millie had 
given him and the internet, Robert found that Ned was no different 
from himself. Both never finished college and had a knack for flipping 
houses. They both had issues with women because Ned had remained a 
bachelor for fifty years after his wife died. Robert had just celebrated 
his fiftieth birthday, so he tied with Ned in bachelor years. 

Ned had bragged about his trust and will. He compared it to King 
Lear who wanted to split his kingdom into thirds assuming that each of 
his daughters would profess their love for him. Ned knew that neither 
Millie nor Conner loved him. 

He had told Robert, “I am in the middle of changing my will. I 
am going to stipulate that if I become seriously ill, they must live with 
me if they want their inheritance. I will be the one who decides when 
that happens. I don’t expect them to love me. Oh, there are times when 
they want money from me and will say, “I love you,” but it feels like 
throw-away lines from a movie. Millie and Conner are imposters. The 
only person I trust and who I believe when he professes love is Asher. 
If you mashed my kids together, they wouldn’t come close to Asher’s 
humanity. I can’t wait to see the look on their faces when the will is 


read, and they realize that Asher is getting a third of everything.” 
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Robert was surprised how freely Ned exposed his estate planning 
to him. What was the point of making him his confidante? Wasn’t Ned 
worried Robert would reveal the plans to his daughter? 

But Ned followed up with, “I have a proposition for you. I know 
that Millie wants to win the election, but I’d like you to sabotage it. I’ve 
been following your activities, and if word got out about what you are 
doing behind her back, it would kill any chance of her winning. You just 
need to leak your work, and PII do the rest. And don’t worry about the 
legality. I know enough people in Ashton that you won’t have issues. You 
can never tell Millie. If you do, I will make sure you never work in land 
development again. And remember, if anything happens to me, my will 
makes it mandatory that Waverly Place be sold and the proceeds split. 
You would have a chance to purchase this place and do what you want.” 

If Robert had married Millie, it would have been a sweet deal to 
share in the inheritance from Ned. But purchasing Waverly Place was a 
bigger trophy. Robert had loved the idea of Millie eventually groveling 
to her father. Robert didn’t mind Ned’s threat. It further linked them 
together, just the type of plotting that Robert would do. 

Ned had ended the conversation, but then he said, “Oh, and Robert, 
one other thing. Can you get rid of Millie’s cat? I don’t mean to harm it, 
just let it loose somewhere far from here so it won’t be able to return. I 
hate that animal. Millie brings the cat on those rare occasions that she 
visits me. Each time, that damn cat bites me. Seems like Millie treats 
that feline better than her own father. The cat must have learned biting 
from Millie. Maybe you haven’t been subjected to Millie’s biting habit 
yet. If you can carry out both of my proposals, I’ll throw in $50,000.” 
Robert would not learn about Millie’s vampire biting tendencies until 
she had shredded their relationship. 

Before Robert hung up, Ned said, “Don’t be a stranger. I enjoy 


talking to you even if it is only on the phone. We are so much alike. You 
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know I can’t see you because I don’t want Millie to ever think we have 
an ongoing connection, but I expect to hear from you once a week. I 
know you won’t disappoint me.” And so began a weekly phone call 
between Robert and Ned. 

After Millie discarded Robert without giving him a chance to 
explain, it had curiously left him happy. Her being needy and con- 
trolling was like an albatross around his neck. Bringing about Millie’s 
downfall had been easier than the task of removing her cat. 

Shortly after her political annihilation, Robert had called her 
explaining that she had left personal stuff like her inhaler and a set of 
keys, and he wanted to return them. He heard a spitting sound on the 
line, and Millie said, “You are just calling to gloat. I hope the spit on 
my phone finds its way to your face. Drop the stuff off, and make sure 
it’s an afternoon when I’m not around. I couldn’t stomach seeing you.” 

The perfect opportunity to fulfill part two of Ned’s request. Robert 
could smell the $50,000. When he entered Millie’s condo, it looked like 
she had just moved in. Paintings were on the floor slanted against the 
wall. Labeled boxes, housewares and toiletries were scattered through 
the living room as if they had not been unpacked. Robert had come 
prepared with a cage for the kidnapping of Georgy who had charged 
out of the bedroom. When Robert tried to pick her up, she squealed 
and dug her back claws into his scarred cheek. He became aware of how 
deep the scratch was when he noticed it had opened his old wound and 
started bleeding. Robert let Georgy go. 

As a child, Robert would take out his anger on his parents by 
hurting their cat. Years later when Robert mentioned this incident to 
another realtor, he was told, “You know, people who abuse pets end up 
being murderers. Do I need to worry about you?” Robert had laughed at 
the ridiculous comment. But he wanted to punish Georgy in addition 


to removing her from Millie’s condo. 
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To protect himself from the cat’s claws a second time, Robert used 
his hands to hold her abdomen and successfully held Georgy safely 
shielding his face from further damage. Once Georgy was in the 
cage, he drove to Forestry Village, ten miles from Ashton, where he 
hoped she would get lost, unable to return to Millie together with the 
probability of her being attacked. Mission accomplished. 
ok 2k ok ok ok ok KKK 

Now with the mysterious death of Millie, along with her father and 
brother, Robert soon would be the titleholder of Waverly Place. Sure, 
Millie’s father, Ned, had stipulated in his will that the house be sold 
upon his death and split three ways between Millie, Conner, and the 
shocker, Asher, the caregiver! But with the three of them dead and no 
contingency inheritors, the house would be put on the market. Asher 
would end up forfeiting his rights because he was the likely murderer. 

Robert was cash rich due to a huge windfall on a series of house 
turnovers. Robert could pay a premium price for the Waverly property. 
That price would be nothing compared to the forty condominiums 
selling for $2,000,000 each that would be built on the spot where 
Waverly Place once stood. 

A giddy Robert became enraged when he realized that Asher 
could be a showstopper. The mysterious deaths of the three Waverlys 
added to the corroded mix. Ned’s will may have stipulated that the 
remaining survivor receive the entire inheritance. Of course, word on 
the street had already condemned Asher based on his fugitive status. 
Why else would the man be on the run? But so far, because of police 
incompetence, Asher was still loose. Once Asher was found and 
convicted, that problem would go away. Robert was impatient. He 
needed Asher to be found immediately and prosecuted for murder. 

Since Robert had sold his soul to the devil, it was no surprise 


when his devil-worshipping prayers were answered. Two weeks after 
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the Waverly murders were discovered, he saw Riley park his vehicle on 
a late Saturday night and walk into his townhouse with a mysterious 
man. Robert had moved back to Ashton during the pandemic, and his 
apartment had a view of Riley’s townhouse. Robert’s curiosity took him 
to his balcony where he strained his eyes to identify the man wearing a 
baseball cap that shadowed his face. At the point where Riley’s porch 
light flickered, Robert saw that the man had very light skin, a giveaway 
that the man could likely be Asher. Why was Riley taking this man into 
his townhouse? Asher supposedly was a prime suspect on the run, and 
Riley had a duty to report and bring Asher to the police. Before Robert 
alerted the sheriff, he decided to wait and see what Riley was up to. 
Plus, only in total daylight could Robert be sure it was Asher. 
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Chapter 21 
Asher-Then 


After discovering Ned and Conner at Waverly Place, Asher 
became a man on the run. He wasted no time buying tanning lotion 
and hair dye for his transformation along with finding another secluded 
space in the abandoned junkyard and stocking up on food in the late 
evening when the markets were deserted. 

But he couldn’t sleep. Distinguishing the sounds of possums and 
squirrels from a police discovery kept his eyes wide open. Even after 
his body cried in exhaustion, sleep still failed to come. He wished it 
was like the fairy tale about the Princess and the Pea where no matter 
how many mattresses she slept on; she felt the tiny pea. But that was a 
solvable problem. Asher’s insomnia came from blockbusting recurring 
nightmares of Ned, Conner and his beloved Trevor, all dying and staring 
directly at him. 

Once the nightmares ended, Asher’s sleeplessness got slammed 
by guilt for not calling 911 in the event that Ned or Conner could be 
resuscitated, and never notifying the police or checking on Millie. He 
had creeping remorse for his inaction. 

The isolation was swallowing him up. He resorted to talking to 
Trevor. 

What am I going to do now? I thought I could fix anything. That I didn’t 
need to be fixed. Now I’m alone. Can you help me? I don’t have anyone else 
to turn to. You are so quiet. Talk to me. I just want to hear your calming 


voice. 
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Trevor, is that you? It’s your smell. You feel so good. I never thought 
I would see you again. And you can walk and breathe and talk. Your legs 
feel so good, rubbing against me. I can’t believe I am kissing you. God, 
your mouth tastes so sweet. And the way you are looking at me. Can we 
just hug? I needed that. I know you love me. I never doubted that. What is 
that noise? It sounds like a scratching sound. Where did you go? Are you 
hiding from me? 

When the scratching sound turned to yelping, Asher did not care 
about an animal entering his tent and assaulting him; he only wanted to 
go back to his dream. Instead, pain radiated from his arm. A sweet and 
metallic smell alarmed Asher, and when he felt dampness on the bed, 
he discovered that his arm was bleeding. Had an animal torn at him 
while he was sleeping? No, he must have been involuntarily scratching 
himself. He thought he had outgrown that sleep disorder. Just when 
a scab had been forming from Georgy’s bite when Asher left Waverly 
Place, he would need to start again in the healing process. As he tried 
to stop the flow and bandage the wound, another catastrophic thought 
rammed him, With my skin, it’s going to take forever to heal, and if I get 
caught by the police this might incriminate me. Finding that wound on my 
arm could be further evidence that I was involved with the deaths. That Ned 


and Conner were fighting me off. I doubt if things could get any worse for me. 
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Chapter 22 
Riley-Now 


Riley felt rejuvenated after an unencumbered eight hours of sleep. 
Once he grabbed his bathrobe, he tentatively walked towards the guest 
bedroom and held his breath as he opened the door wondering if he 
would find Asher. The bed was empty, but when he heard the shower, 
Riley took a breath. While Asher was showering, Riley decided to 
search for the gun that Asher had taken from him the previous night. 
Failing to find the firearm in the bedroom baffled Riley. Another 
question for Asher. 

Riley began preparing breakfast. As Riley was checking his mail, 
he saw a large manila envelope with the Willow Insurance Company 
return address. Before he opened it, he hoped it would divulge his 
father’s patient, the one who could have been the arsonist who set 
fire to their home that killed his father and brother. Riley had become 
obsessed with communicating with Willow Insurance. While he quickly 
scanned the contents, he jumped to the summary— 

Because there had been such a back and forth in the billing, the 
psychologist’s notes became available as part of the permanent records on file. 
The patient was a pyromaniac and bipolar. According to research, the odds 
are against a pyromaniac being an arsonist. His name was Thomas Freemont 
Diablo. There is no forwarding address. We don’t even know if Mr. Diablo 
is alive or dead. 

Riley silently cursed, upset about the findings. Another dead end. 
Yet he still felt gratified that he had pursued the case. 
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When Asher entered the kitchen with only a towel hanging from 
his waist, the transformation was startling to Riley; he gasped out loud. 
Asher’s skin glowed. His sparkling eyes and shy smile reminded Riley 
of the Mona Lisa, the way his cheeks lifted and the muscles around his 
eyes contracted. Riley could not help but be mesmerized by Asher, an 
unfamiliar admiration of a body. 

Asher said, “I didn’t want you to see me half naked, but I didn’t 
want to put on any of my smelly clothes until I got them washed. It’s 
been weeks since I’ve showered. I feel great. A whole new look. Do 
you have a bathrobe or shirt and pants that I could wear?” 

Riley laughed, “I’m so much bigger than you; I don’t think I have 
anything. Maybe I can find a bathrobe for now. I may have some old 
clothes from when I was much thinner.” 

Riley noticed that Asher’s chest and arms had little scars scattered 
all over his hairless small but well-defined muscles. Asher saw Riley’s 
stare and said, “Don’t be embarrassed about looking at my chest. I 
know it looks like I’ve been in a war. Nothing like that. I get these skin 
cancers that have to be removed. I’m lucky they aren’t on my face, but 
the lesions seem to pop up everywhere else. I’m very careful about not 
getting any sun.” 

“Asher, let me get you a shirt so you aren’t sitting there practically 
naked.” 

Riley found a tee-shirt in his bedroom from his thin period and 
gave it to Asher. Riley chuckled to himself, Gee, I wish I had let Asher’s 
chest remain in full view. 

When Asher put the tee-shirt on, Riley became aware of a large 
scab of Asher’s arm, unlike the old scars. Riley was afraid to ask the 
source of that mark, fearing the source would have been a struggle with 
one of the Waverlys. Riley needed to establish boundaries with Asher 


and himself and said, “Look, you know I’m a fraud investigator, and I 
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have a good sense as to whether someone is innocent. I think I believe 
you. If we work together, I can help you turn yourself in. And I can post 
bail for you. I don’t want you to get into any more trouble. Running 
away from the law will be seen as admitting guilt.” 

“What are you talking about? Who said anything about turning 
myself in?” 

“Okay. Can you at least explain to me why you ran?” 

“This is making me feel very uncomfortable. Do you really expect 
me to spill my guts? I have been traumatized by this whole mess. You 
know I could have left after you went to bed, but I stayed. Can we just 
slow things down?” 

Riley replied, “I know. It’s just that I want to help, but I need to 
know what happened. We don’t have that much time. You have to 
appreciate the fact that I didn’t take you directly to the police station 
last night. I am just trying to understand why you first ran off like a 
guilty fugitive.” 

“Can I have a cup of coffee? I’m not fully awake yet.” 

When Riley handed him the brimming mug, Asher caressed the 
cup and let his fingers stroke the tips of Riley’s fingers. Just enough to 
cause static electricity, as though the imbalance of negative and positive 
charges were converging between them. 

Once the caffeine hit Asher’s system, he said, “I’m going to try to 
explain this whole mess. Why I ran. Pd like to blame the whole thing 
on the pandemic, but it’s a little more complicated. Conner, Ned and 
Millie all had the vaccination and boosters, but I couldn’t take them. 
Apparently, my compromised immune system from my super light skin 
would make the vaccination dangerous and have deadly side effects. There 
is an ingredient in the vaccine that I am extremely allergic to. I was told 
that the Waverlys had a breakthrough infection although they appeared 
asymptomatic. And they worried that if I got sick, I would get hospitalized.” 
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“You aren’t answering my question.” 

“Don’t rush me.” 

“Tt’s just me being impatient.” 

“Oh, fuck it, I went back to Waverly Place and found Ned and 
Conner dead. That’s what you want to hear. That’s why I’m a fugitive!” 
The tears came fast. 

Riley stared at Asher in disbelief, “What do you mean?” 

“I was worried. It had been weeks since I had heard from them, 
so I decided to check up on them, and that’s when I found Ned and 
Conner.” 

“So did you call 911 and get help?” 

“T was in shock and scared. I didn’t want to be questioned by the 
police. What if they thought I had something to do with Conner being 
dead? I didn’t want to be identified.” 

“But you were innocent! What do you mean about being iden- 
tified?” 

“T owe a ton of money to the IRS and could be sent to jail for tax 
evasion. Plus, I borrowed money that I couldn’t pay back from this guy 
who was probably connected to the Mafia. If I was in jail, they could 
find me. The Mafia guy could even kill me.” 

Riley wished he could believe this outrageous explanation. It 
became harder for him to believe Asher was innocent. 

“Did you know that Millie was dead, too?” 

“Millie? How could she be dead? Damn! This is so difficult to take 
in. My god, this means the entire family is gone! I’m really in trouble 
now. I am so screwed! I never should have come here. You won’t be able 
to help me.” 

“I promised you that I would help you prove your innocence. I 
keep my word. Is there anything else you want to tell me?” 


Asher went from rambling to clarifying his thoughts. 
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“No, I have told you more than I should have. But I am innocent. 
Look, I’m happy living in the tent where it’s safe, and nobody has found 
me yet. Well, except for you. I’m getting by. Food can be a problem, 
but I’ve made some friends there, and we share stuff. But, in fact, I’m 
getting tired of running. Finding secluded places where the police can’t 
find me is going to be a challenge. Do you really think you can help me 
if I turn myself in? Do I have to decide right now? Can I think about it?” 

While Asher talked, his hands refused to be still. It felt like every 
word prompted his fingers to enhance his words. His gestures seemed to 
power up Asher’s speech, clarifying his thoughts and helping him use 
declarative language. 

Riley was in a quandary about how to answer Asher. If he did not 
inform the police, he might be accused of aiding and abetting a criminal. 
Maybe waiting a day until Asher decided would be okay, although if 
he ran again, that would put Riley in jeopardy. Riley still questioned 
Asher’s assertion that he was innocent. He did not know what Asher 
was capable of. 

Riley replied, “Yes. I know the police. There are a few bad apples, 
but most of them are reasonable. And I know some pro-bono attorneys 
that would be interested in defending you. I do want to help you.” 

Asher’s smile gave Riley the chills. 

‘Tm sorry, but I just can’t do it. Pm in too much trouble. Are you 
going to protect me from the IRS for non-payment of taxes and Mikey 
for my loan default? PI have to keep running.” 

“But it will only make things worse when you get caught. You 
know you can’t hide forever. We’ll make sure you have protection so 
this Mikey can’t hurt you. And don’t worry about the IRS. We’ll figure 
out a way around that.” 

Asher wordlessly acquiesced as Riley said, “Pll drive you to 


the police station right now. Even though you'll be confessing your 
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innocence, you'll be going to jail for a short time until I can post bail, 
assuming the judge sets the amount at a reasonable level. And, when the 
autopsy comes back, it should also prove your innocence and hopefully 
lead them to catch the real murderer. I am going to ask you again about 
giving me back my gun. You don’t want to go into the station fully 
armed.” 

Asher’s face had become an expressionless mask. Asher said, 
“Look, I’m not going to use it. I just feel safer holding onto it. I worry 
about Mikey coming after me. Before we get to the station, I'll give it 
back to you. And I want to ask you a favor.” Asher paused and his voice 
became a husky whisper. 

“Can we wait until this afternoon? I want to enjoy my last hours 
of freedom. I like spending time with you.” 

Asher’s voice created a sexual rumbling that Riley had never 
experienced; always priding himself on being asexual; that the body 
was not important. From his late teens, Riley had to force himself to 
date women and men; he was an equal opportunity tester. Riley never 
initiated any intimacy that involved touching. And when his date tried 
to hold hands or kiss, Riley felt like he was being violated, his space 
invaded, a failed experiment. Yet here he was thinking about those 
muscles, imagining his own legs crisscrossing with them. 

Asher was making Riley question his asexuality. Riley almost 
tricked himself into believing he could smell Asher, a masculine odor 
coupled with a heightened sense of touch. The fear that something was 
wrong with him because he did not feel sexually attracted to men or 
women was sliding away. His neurotic worries that ran the gambit -- loss 
of libido, fear of intimacy, sexual dysfunction, aversion, repression -- 


were replaced by wanting to show and receive affection with Asher. 
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Chapter 23 
Conner-Then 


The AIDS scare from Darren had put Conner into a frenzy. Conner 
did not have the coping mechanism to continue dating Darren and 
dealing with the death sentence of Darren’s AIDS diagnosis. Conner’s 
encounter with Darren in Baja was a dream turned nightmare. Although 
Conner had tested negative, he had read about false negatives and the 
length of time the virus could stay in one’s system and then show up ina 
person’s blood. Conner convinced himself to retest more quickly rather 
than wait the suggested six months. The worrying sprouted a genital 
warts outbreak. Were those blisters actually genital warts or lesions 
from Kaposi’s sarcoma? 

He only waited a month and returned to the Center for blood 
work. Doing something quieted his anxiety, and so the waiting time 
for results did not boil his nerves. After all, he did not have any of the 
symptoms; coughing, night sweats, fever, or difficulty breathing. Only 
when Conner did not receive a call after the expected two days, did he 
begin obsessing. 

“Fuck,” was his response on receiving a message on his answering 
machine from the Center. No hint, only, “We’ll try you again”. At least 
they were discreet.” 

The phone ringing woke him up the following morning. 


“Yes. That’s my ID number. Yes, I got your message.” 
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The feeling was of falling off a mountain in slow motion and 
knowing he was going to die. That was what the words, “You tested 
positive for HIV” meant in 1992. 

He felt like he was drowning in doom. His sexual experiences had 
all been mutual masturbation except for Darren. What kind of higher 
power would allow making love to Darren be deadly? The results proved 
promising but the doctor said, “It looks like the virus hasn’t caused your 
immune system to weaken, but you still have to be careful. You don’t 
want your HIV-positive status to turn into an official AIDS diagnosis.” 

Conner replied, “Is this a death sentence?” 

“Hopefully not. Researchers are working on new ways to treat the 
disease so that it becomes a manageable illness like diabetes.” 

Once he processed the doctor’s words, Conner took a deep breath 
and decided he would not let the disease define him. He convinced 
himself that becoming a vegetarian and continuing his workout regimen 
would conquer this latest curse. 

Conner could not keep this news to himself, but he knew that if 
he revealed his HIV status at work, he would become a pariah and be 
fired. He would never tell his sister because she would announce it to 
the world, and Conner’s father did not know he was gay. Could Ned 
handle a double whammy? Ned had repeatedly told Conner, “If you 
ever have any problems, you are always welcome to come to me. I don’t 
want any secrets between us. Your sister is impossible, a nasty one. But 
us men have to stick together.” 

Conner thought he would make dinner for Ned and hoped that his 
revelations would not be catastrophic for his father. Conner splurged 
on a giant shrimp cocktail, filet mignon with peppercorn sauce and 
tiramisu. The rarely used dining room was set with a turquoise tablecloth 
and Wedgwood china, all wedding gifts that Ned had never used, a 
reminder of his dead wife, Betty. 
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Ned’s reaction was promising. “Where did you find all this stuff? 
It’s nice. And the smells from the kitchen. I don’t know what you’re 
making, but I can’t wait. Should I be suspicious about all this? Are you 
going to ask me for something, like your sister?” 

“No, Dad. I wanted to talk to you and thought a meal like this 
would be perfect for our conversation.” 

Halfway through the meal, Ned said, “This is all very delicious. 
but you’re keeping me in suspense about what is going on with you. Just 
tell me so I can relax.” 

Conner had stage fright about what lines he would use to explain 
his situation, but he thought of a plausible tactic and responded, “Well, 
Dad. You know how I’ve never really dated. Oh, there was Jane in high 
school, but I’m sure you were wondering why I never brought anyone 
home or talked about girls.” 

“I just figured you didn’t need a woman in your life; that you had 
enough going on at the gym. But just stop pussyfooting around and tell 
me before I get angry.” 

Conner stared at his father trying to find an opening. 

“Tm gay.” 

Ned frowned, and his eyes squinted as he got out of the cherry 
wood dining room chair. Conner felt like there was a ticking bomb 
that would go off if Ned touched him. But Ned said, “Son, thank you 
for telling me. That was so brave of you. And I understand. Whatever 
makes you happy. I’m going to accept you. I don’t care what the rest of 
the world thinks. Give me a hug. And don’t start crying.” 

Conner felt like he was bursting with happiness. Ned had gone 
beyond tolerance. Conner felt like his father’s hug was healing the 
toxicity of his HIV status and his self-hatred. 

But then Ned said, “Now I want you to understand one thing. 


This gay disease, AIDS; that you can never get. I would be embarrassed 
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to know my son had gotten sick. And don’t come crying to me about 
needing medication to help you. If you get AIDS, you’re on your own. I 
don’t want to talk about it anymore because I know you'll never let that 
happen to your body. Keep yourself clean. And don’t have any contact 
with people with AIDS. You don’t know who some of your clients are 
at the gym. Just tell me you understand.” 

Conner whispered, “Yes.” This mandate from his father was 
unfathomable. He would have to move into his own apartment. The 
goodwill that Ned had extended to him about acceptance was wiped 
away by the AIDS discussion. At least by being on his own, Ned would 
not see medicine or letters or any changes that the disease might bring 
to Conner’s body. He would have better control when he visited. He 
could try and disguise any evidence of AIDS. 

Conner needed Ned to be proud of him. To foreshadow his plans, 
he said, “Dad, the other thing I wanted to tell you is that I’m making 
enough money at work, and combined with what I’ve saved living here 
at home, I’m going to rent an apartment.” 

Ned said, “You really are maturing. Good for you! I didn’t think 
this would happen so soon, not like Millie who left when she was 
eighteen. So, I’m going to become one of those empty nesters! But 
remember, once you leave here, you'll have to fend for yourself. I won’t 
support you. Car insurance and health insurance will all be on your 
dime. I’ve instilled the value of money in you, so I think you'll do well. 


Well, this calls for a celebration. My gay son is moving out!” 


138 


Chapter 24 
Riley-Now 


After their breakfast and out-of-control discussion, Riley explained 
what the plan for the day would be while Asher cleared the table and 
washed the dishes. The way the sun streamed into the kitchen and lit 
up Asher reminded Riley of portraits that “the painter of light” Thomas 
Kinkade created. 

“First, we’ll get you an attorney so when I bring you to the police 
station, you'll know what and what not to tell them. Getting them to 
believe that you’re not guilty and that you ran away and hid because you 
were afraid is probably going to be your biggest problem. And make sure 
you’re accurate about times and what happened. You can’t go around 
changing your story. That will just make things worse for you.” 

“I understand. Riley, why are you being so nice to me? I don’t 
know why, but I was wondering whether you’re married or have any 
kids. I don’t know you very well, but you seem like you would make a 
good husband and father. I don’t see any pictures of family.” 

It felt like Asher was using his translucent eyes, staring at Riley, as 
a truth serum. 

“T am pretty much a loner. Never interested in marriage or kids or 
any kind of romance. Wasn’t cut out for that. You know they are using 
all these new terms today. I think I might be called asexual.” 

Asher scratched his head as if he were confused by Riley’s remarks. 

“Riley, aren’t you worried about aiding and abetting a criminal or 


person of interest?” 
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“Look, it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours. If I tell them I found 
you this morning, it’s not going to make a difference. Is there anything 
else I should know before I call my attorney friend, Marvin Katz?” 

“If the police did such a shitty job trying to find me, how are they 
going to find the murderer? Couldn’t you and I do a better job? If we 
found out who was responsible, then my name would be in the clear. 
That’s what I want. I don’t want to go to jail. Who knows what the bail 
will be set at, especially if they accuse me of three murders. 

“Oh, by the way, my real name is Garrett. I told you about my not 
wanting to go to jail, so I used the name Asher as additional protection 
while I was living and working at Waverly Place. And another problem 
is that my fingerprints are on record from a stupid false arrest when I 
was a teenager. What if they find my fingerprints on Ned, Conner or 
Millie? That might be evidence they could use against me.” 

Asher was correct about the fingerprints. But why would they be 
on all three of the Waverlys? He was only supposed to be the caregiver 
for Ned. What was Asher hiding? Riley wished he could turn off his 
inquisitive mind. 

“Asher, you’ve got to be completely honest with me, and espe- 
cially with your attorney if it’s Marvin. No more secrets. Is that a deal? 
Didn’t the Waverlys give you money for lodging since they forced you 
to leave?” 

“Sure, but I was afraid to check into a hotel. I had no ID. for 
Asher. Since the pandemic, it seems like hotels and motels are asking 
for some identification. Anyway, this was another reason I went the 
homeless route. But I do understand about being honest. Whatever you 
think is best. I assume that you’ve told me everything that happened 
at Waverly Place. I feel like you are hiding something from me. If I’m 
going to be honest with you, I expect the same in return. If I’m going to 


turn myself in, I want to know what I am up against.” 
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“The police are aware of your purchasing yew plants and possibly 
using them to kill the Waverlys.” 

And with those words, Asher spurted off to the bathroom. 

Just as Riley finished drying the breakfast dishes, the phone rang. 

“Hello, I don’t know if you remember me. We were your next-door 
neighbors, Phil and Sarah, where you and your family lived before the 
fire. I know it’s been a long time, thirty years. Anyway, I know you 
told me that they never found the arsonist who torched your place, 
and something really interesting happened yesterday. We’re selling our 
house and moving to Phoenix to retire. So, these days there are all these 
inspections going on, disclosures and whatnot. It’s all very complicated. 

“So, the inspector tells us that we have serious fire code violations. 
But get this, the man said it looks like someone purposely worked on 
the electrical wires to mess things up. He guessed it was a handyman. 
No one with a license would do this. And then it hit me. We used the 
same handyman as your father. This was when your mother was taking 
care of her sister and you were working in Bakersfield. I’m amazed I can 
remember this.” 

As Phil spoke, Riley felt a tingling on his arms; a wisp of hope that 
the identity of the person responsible for the fire might be identified. 

Riley interrupted, “Are you telling me you think this handyman is 
the arsonist? Or some kind of pyromaniac?” 

“T don’t know, but I thought I should tell you. We have to have all 
this stuff fixed before the buyers can take possession. I’m worried that it 
might take months.” 

Riley asked, “Do you remember the handyman’s name or what he 
looked like?” 

Phil replied, “No idea about the name. It was so long ago. The 
guy wasn’t very memorable—a nondescript face. He had a very light 


complexion.” 
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“Thanks for letting me know. If you don’t mind, I’d like to see you 
before you leave California.” 

If Riley saw the electrical mess at Phil and Sarah’s, it might give 
him a pathway to find the arsonist. Because Asher had expertise as 
a handyman, he could help, but within seconds, Riley felt a kind of 
panic. Asher had a light complexion and nondescript face. Riley could 
not keep his brain from thinking about the outrageous possibility that 
Asher was the arsonist. Did Riley dare to consider that Asher had 
murdered the Waverlys? Thankfully, Riley’s compartmentalizing skills 
went into high gear, before he even contemplated what other crime 
Asher might have committed. 

He dialed his attorney friend’s secretary and set up an appointment. 
ok ok 2 2 ok ok 

Asher sat on the toilet bowl in shock. A wall of evidence was 
closing in on him. Was he having some sort of amnesia about his visit 
to Waverly Place when he was surrounded by death? The jolt of seeing 
Conner and Ned had given him PTSD. The Waverlys had become 
a family, although dysfunctional, and now they had been eliminated 
from his life. Was it his fault? Was he losing his mind? Had he done 
something with the yew plants? 

Asher thought to himself, Riley wants me to be honest with him but 
how is that going to look, a gay man sleeping with the daughter of his employer 
because she forced herself on him? And this had been going on for years. Millie 
had been threatening him if he dared to reveal her sexual proclivities to Ned. 
No one would believe me! Even Riley would have trouble understanding that 
situation. Plus, Millie knew my real name and who knows what else she 
discovered about my past? Once my name gets out, all those years of hiding 
from the IRS and Mafia would be for nothing. 

I wish Riley would stop staring at me. Does he really think I don’t notice 


it? It’s crazy, but I’m afraid he is going to try to have sex. Although if that 
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stops him from making me surrender to the police, it might be worth it. I 
know Riley is trying to help me. And talking to a lawyer seems scary. Yes, 
there is that attorney-client privilege, but I still worry. I’ve watched too many 
lawyer-and-cop shows. 

And how could I forget about Conner? I felt sorry for him. Since both 
children had moved back into Waverly Place, I could see the claws of Ned 
controlling their every move, even when he was incapacitated. I should never 
have gotten involved. 

Riley called through the bathroom door, “Are you okay?” 

Asher pretended to be coping with the news and said, “Yes. My 
stomach has been bothering me. I am going to take another shower. I 
still feel the grime.” 

Asher’s scalp itched as if he had mosquito bites all over his head. 
Even though the dye he used on his hair was hypo-allergenic, his super 
sensitivity never failed to flare. By washing his hair in scalding water, 
Asher got relief, although the steam was like the London fog in the 
bathroom, with zero visibility. 

Once he stepped out of the shower and dried off, he rubbed his 
hand against the foggy mirror. The face that stared back at him looked 
ten years younger because the dirt and grime of being homeless had 
dissolved away. Additionally, his hair shimmered. If only he could 
travel back to when Trevor was alive. He noticed a weather-beaten 
paperback of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass on a shelf by the sink. 
Wouldn’t it be astonishing if Riley had a love for Whitman? A sign 
from Trevor. 

Because Trevor’s body had been donated to researchers in 
Montecito for ALS study, Asher had no place to visit him. Without 
funds for cremation so that Trevor’s ashes could be scattered, Asher had 
no closure of saying a final goodbye. Might Asher be better off dead, 


being in the same space as Trevor, wherever that would be? 
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Riley broke his train of thought when he shouted from the 
kitchen, “I set up an appointment with Marvin this morning. I gave 
him a summary, but he’ll have more questions before we head over to 
the police station. Get dressed and be ready in fifteen minutes.” 

Asher felt like running. The old man was taking a chance on him, 
but the idea of escaping was becoming more appealing. Asher went to 
the guest bedroom where Riley had set out beige Dockers and a blue 
knit shirt. How could Riley know his size? The crisp intoxicating feel 
and smell of clean clothes gave Asher a moment of bliss. 

When he left the room, Asher was greeted by a smiling Riley. 

“Don’t you look spectacular? Clean shaven and with unsoiled 
attire.” 

Asher blushed and imagined Riley salivating about his looks. He 
thought, Poor old guy. I’ve never met an asexual. Was that really a thing? 
Maybe I should play with him. If we have sex, maybe he won’t turn me in. 

“Riley, you know you are an extremely attractive man. I guess I 
like older guys. I suppose you could say I’m looking for a father figure. 
Would you let me kiss you?” 

Riley stiffened. His eyes were darting any place other than 
Asher’s eyes. 

Asher said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to kiss your 
lips.” Asher could not believe how convincing he was sounding. Did 
he really think this was going to prevent the inevitable? 

When Asher came within inches of a mute stationary Riley, he 
grabbed hold of Riley’s face and slowly absorbed the vibrations of Riley’s 
lips. Without any rebellion from Riley, Asher used his tongue in Riley’s 
mouth. Riley’s silence was filling up Asher’s brain with white noise until 
Riley moaned, moved and cried. It was like a silent baby being born 


until the slap awakened the infant. 
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Asher took Riley’s hand and traveled to the bedroom. The way 
he followed Asher was like Riley was in a trance that only Asher could 
break. Asher peeled off the clothes from both of them. Once they were 
naked and in bed, Asher no longer felt that his actions were contrived. 
Not only was it a way to delay his arrest, but he found that Riley 
reminded him so much of Trevor. Being naked had caused a feeling of 
déja vu. The gallant wrinkles around the eyes and the leathery skin. 
Trevor would have matched Riley’s age of sixty-one if he had lived. It 
was like another sign from Trevor that Riley would be trustworthy and 
be able to take care of him. This was the first time in the ten years since 
Trevor died that Asher felt that Trevor would approve. 

Knowing that Riley was a virgin challenged Asher. If this was true, 
he had to make this experience extraordinary. A combination of being 
spontaneous and explaining what he was doing. Patience was most 


important. Make Trevor proud. 
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Millie-Then 


The weekly sexual sessions with Asher not only gave Millie’s 
pent-up toxins an outlet, but soaking up information about Ned satisfied 
her paranoia around inheritance. 

To ensure Asher kept his mouth shut about their trysts, she did 
some sleuthing about his background. So far, Millie’s quest had been a 
slog. She kept shooting blanks when searching for Asher Langley. But 
once she stopped using the internet and went old school, like looking 
through old Ashton local newspapers at the library, her search perked 
up. Ned mentioned that Asher had been good friends with the postman 
who delivered mail to Waverly Place, and that man had died. Millie 
needed to go back ten years before Asher began employment. Ned 
never mentioned the name of the mailman, and his fine-tuned brain 
had been tarnished by his second stroke. When Millie came across 
Trevor Stein as a local mail delivery person who died of ALS at the age 
of sixty, there was no mention of a husband, just that he was survived by 
aman named Garrett. Was Garrett using the assumed name of Asher? 
Unless Asher was as good an actor as Millie, she would be able to tell 
if he was unraveling when she confronted him. She would keep this 
choice find in the dark crevices of her brain until she needed to use it. 

Millie insisted Asher remain in the bed with her after orgasm, the 
only time she gave herself permission to be vulnerable. 

Once her weakness passed, she asked Asher, “Has my father said 


anything about his will? When I ask him, he refuses to answer me. You 
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must know something. I mean you are probably the closest person to 
him. You do everything for that man. I bet he put you in the will.” 

Asher replied, “I am just as much in the dark as you are. How long 
are we going to keep this up? I feel like a sex slave. What am I getting 
out of this?” 

“Tve told you already. You get to keep your job. Otherwise, I could 
get you fired. I could tell Dad you took advantage of me. He may not 
like me, but he would believe that sort of allegation.” 

Asher said, “Why wouldn’t he take my word over yours?” 

“Because I’m his flesh and blood; I’m family. You’re nothing.” Millie 
belched. Acid reflux was on the prowl resulting in an asthma attack. 
The coughing and tightness around her chest meant a full-throttle 
episode. She motioned to Asher, and he got her inhaler. For a second, 
Millie thought of the Bette Davis film, The Little Foxes, and how Bette 
had let her husband die by withholding his medication. Could Asher 
pull off that trick? What was to stop him from disappearing with the 
inhaler leaving Millie unable to breathe? He could feign innocence if 
the police interrogated him. How would they suspect that Asher had 
indirectly murdered her? It was as if Asher had heard her inner thoughts 
as he quickly gave Millie her inhaler. Her lungs were working again. 

Asher asked, “Are you okay?” 

“Yes, I’m fine. I need to be careful with what I eat. Those leftover 
pork ribs at lunch were the culprit. Back to our conversation. I want 
to know anything that is going on with Ned and Conner. I don’t trust 
either of them. They act like conniving little bitches. Plotting against 
me. Now get out of here. I’ve had enough.” 

“Millie, Pm sorry I got angry. I am just so confused. I’ve always 
thought of myself as being one hundred percent gay, but here I am 
having sex with a beautiful older woman. Don’t take that as a criticism. 


You really are ageless.” 
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Millie had been vacillating between being a strong empowered 
handsome woman or being attractive. With Robert, it had been a lie, 
but she felt a raw honesty with Asher. 

After Asher left, Millie took a nap. She wondered what her mother 
would have thought about her life. Would she have approved? Millie 
found it strange that having portraits of her mother on the wall staring 
at her while having Asher in bed did not cause her any embarrassment. 
Was she daring her mother to be judgmental? 

Millie drifted off thinking of her brother, Conner. What would 
his relationship have been like with Betty? Would she have accepted 
his homosexuality? If she had lived, would Conner be such a screw-up? 
How would she have handled the secret of Connor’s AIDS diagnosis 
that Millie discovered long ago when Conner moved out of Waverly 
Place in 1993? 

Millie had been shocked when Conner asked for help when 
packing for his move. Their relationship had gone beyond sibling 
rivalry. It was as if each was living on a different planet and invisible 
to one another. Millie would never stop resenting him for killing their 
mother but being civil might serve them both. She did not buy the 
sudden move on Conner’s part. If Ned was so happy and proud of his 
gay son, why was Conner moving? 

His walls were covered with posters of bodybuilders; Arnold 
Schwarzenegger and Tony Atlas were the only figures Millie recognized. 
Conner’s attempts at mirroring those icons failed. He never smiled, and 
his face had a dull complexion with baggy and puffy eyes. How he kept 
his job as a personal trainer baffled Millie. He had a distorted lower 
and upper body. She guessed that cornering the market on physically 
challenged gym members kept him employed. 

Millie started filling the packing boxes with clothing which 
included chaps and leather pants with the anus exposed. She could 
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not picture Conner wearing those. She threw them in the box not 
wanting to touch them for long. She followed up with the medicine 
cabinet in his bathroom. So many drugs. It looked like the shelf of a 
pharmacy. How could a young man of twenty-three need all of this 
stuff? What was this AZT? It sounded familiar to Millie, and then she 
remembered that it was used in the treatment of AIDS. She had read 
articles in the newspaper that until a new cocktail was developed, 
AZT was the best shot at staving off any opportunistic infections. 
Because twenty percent of the population of Ashton was gay, Millie 
needed to be up-to-date medically if she wanted that contingent to 
vote for her. 

Conner was gathering his fifty pairs of gym shoes in his walk-in 
closet when she asked, “Hey, do you have AIDS? I see you have lots of 
AZT, and I know what that’s used for.” 

Conner’s hand went to his mouth as if he were afraid to answer 
her. Conner kept his eyes closed. Millie understood the fear that was 
breaking out on Conner’s face, but she refused to have sympathy for her 
sibling. 

Conner started stuttering, unable to complete a sentence. Millie 
said, “If you have AIDS, I can see why you can’t even say the words. 
You are such a coward. A spoiled brat. A daddy’s boy. Is that why you’re 
moving out? You told Father about your disease. I would have loved to 
have seen his face. His prized possession turned sour.” 

“Dad doesn’t know. He was fine with finding out I was gay. I 
couldn’t tell him about this. I have to move. I don’t want him finding 
out that I have AIDS. At least being on my own, I can control when I 
see him if I end up with full-blown AIDS. You can’t tell him, Millie. It 
would kill him, and he’d disown me.” 

“Why should I do anything to help you? What have you ever done 


for me?” 
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Conner quickly answered, “Ill do anything you want. Just keep 
quiet. I beg you.” 

“PII think about it. But if he asks about it, I’m not going to lie.” 

“Don’t worry. It’s the furthest thing from his mind. We have an 
understanding that I can never get sick. So, that’s not an issue.” 

Millie giddily said, “We’ll see how this plays out. And you can 
finish packing yourself. I’m done.” Having control over her brother was 
intoxicating. She slammed the door of Conner’s bedroom on her way out. 

When Georgy greeted her in the hall, she had a wicked thought, 
Why not get Conner to touch Georgy’s feces and get toxoplasmosis. I 
remember reading about how cat feces was a major risk. That will be a sure 
fire way for the AIDS virus to kill him.” 
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Riley-Now 


Riley felt like he was floating in space during Asher’s carnal 
initiation, allowing Riley to feel pleasure without the force of gravity. 

His brain shut off while his nerve endings were sexually inflamed. 
It took an hour for him to return to Earth and thoughts of reality. Can 
I really trust this man? Why would anyone want to make love to an old man 
like me? I don’t really know him. He could have murdered three people. 
Maybe he’s the arsonist? I can’t believe this happened. I never thought I could 
care about sex. It wasn’t important. Yet after experiencing this with Asher, 
I have to ask, is it like a gift from a God I don’t believe in, or, is it a trick to 
make me not turn him in? 

The nightstand clock showed eleven. The appointment with his 
lawyer friend, Marvin, was missed and Riley didn’t care because Asher’s 
arms were cuddling him. This unfamiliar relaxed intimacy made him 
smile. Riley felt a cool breeze as he watched Asher sleep. 

The spot where Asher had been sleeping was vacant, except for 
red stains on the crisp sheets. The blood must have come from the scab 
on Asher’s arm. Riley wondered whether Asher’s explanation of Georgy 
biting him was an abandonment issue. Might that wound be connected 
with murdering the Waverlys? This should be a red flag. Instead, all 
Riley could do was sing to himself the lyrics from the musical Idaho. 
The song “Love Without Reason” sung by his favorite, Keri Foreman, 


deals with the question of whether someone is moral or wicked and it 
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doesn’t matter if you love them. Was Riley turning into a female from 
the 1950s? 

In the kitchen, he found a naked Asher preparing lunch. Riley 
kept blinking, thinking it was a hallucination. But no matter how many 
times he opened and closed his eyes, Asher remained in focus. The 
bandage on his arm looked ready to fall off, explaining the stains. 

“Good afternoon. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Oh, I 
hope you don’t mind, but I fixed your faucet leaks once I found some 
washers in your garage. I rarely like to do the deed in the morning, but 
I couldn’t stop myself. How are you doing?” 

Riley said, “I’m embarrassed to say it was my first time, but, shit, it 
was worth waiting for.” 

The way they both smiled was like sending telepathic signals. 

During the lunch of avocado toast, Asher gave Riley his back 
story about the life and death of Trevor. Riley talked about his fraud 
investigating job, his mother and his labeling himself as being asexual. 
The volleying of their histories bounced off each other. The opposites 
attract was in full play with pop culture. Asher only read political 
autobiographies; he had just finished Obama’s 700-page Part One. 
Riley was obsessed with spy thrillers; anything by Ian Fleming, John le 
Carré and Vince Flynn. Music, television, and movies were miles apart. 

As lunch ended, Riley’s bare feet played with Asher’s, as their soles 
contacted the cool stone tiles. Despite Riley feeling grounded to Asher, 
he failed to be grounded in reality. Why not treat himself to another 
twenty-four hours with his fugitive? Riley imagined this would be his 
last chance of connection. Once Asher got arrested, Riley feared that 
his promise of help would become false. It would just be a passing fancy. 
Riley had the perfect excuse to delay the inevitable when Asher asked, 
“What happened to the appointment with your lawyer friend?” 
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“We missed it, and you know why. He’s off this afternoon, but he 
can see us tomorrow morning.” 

Asher replied, “So I have another day of freedom. What do you 
have planned?” 

“Well, we definitely are not leaving the townhouse. You seem to 
have magic fixit fingers. I’ve got a bunch of little projects you could 
help me with. And I would be happy to have an encore of this morning. 
Oh, one other thing. I listen to this podcast called Sofa Investigators. 
I’ve been giving them bits of information about you and the case. I have 
actually become sort of a guest star.” It looked like lines materialized on 
Asher’s otherwise smooth forehead. Riley stopped his nervous rambling. 

Asher said, “So you are making me appear guilty. This is bullshit. 
I thought you said I could trust you, that you would be with me every 
step of the way.” 

Riley replied, “That’s not fair. I didn’t even know you until 
yesterday. Did we even say two words to each other when you were 
working at Waverly Place?” 

‘Tm holding up my end of this arrangement. I haven’t run off. It 
seems like I will be running into some kind of trap at the police station.” 

Riley said, “I’m sorry. This is all so new to me. Forgive me.” 

“T should just go. I’m going to get you into trouble if I stay another 
day. It’s not worth it to ruin your life. You don’t deserve it.” 

“I don’t care. I really want to help you. You are going to need help 
because I just learned that Ned, Conner and Millie did not have the 
virus when they died. It had to have been other causes. It means they 
must have definitely been murdered. That doesn’t look good for you.” 

“Oh my God. I’ve got to get out of here. I should go to Mexico.” 

“T don’t think they would let you cross the border. You are a wanted 


man. You’ve got to turn yourself in.” 
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“But I’m innocent. I didn’t murder anyone. It’s a big mistake. 
Maybe someone is trying to frame me.” 

“Who would do that? Is there someone that would want the 
Waverlys dead? If you can explain why you ran off and tried to hide, 
they might believe you. The full autopsy report isn’t out yet. I am hoping 
that it reveals what happened—the cause of death.” 

“There is another thing that I haven’t told you and when the 


police find out about it, I don’t think anyone would believe me.” 
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Chapter 27 
Conner/Asher-Then 


After Conner’s AIDS diagnosis, he became further obsessed with 
his body’s perfection. Not only did he go wild with supplements, but 
he also monitored his T-cells, and each time a new HIV drug was 
developed, he volunteered to be part of the clinical trial associated 
with the newest AIDS cocktail. Conner found a rent-controlled guest 
house in Ashton that enabled him to easily survive financially; he 
could then afford the latest AIDS treatments. The gym had health 
insurance, and the parents of his disabled clients tipped him generously 
along with large Christmas bonuses. His reputation as a miracle worker 
for the physically challenged spread. Conner went to seminars that 
encouraged techniques for those afflicted with MS, Parkinson’s, and 
ALS. Conner got certified with a Special Strong Certification (SSC). 
He targeted core, balance, flexibility, endurance, and stamina. If their 
brain and sensory systems were affected, Conner worked on auditory 
and visual pathways to help his clients. Conner was unfamiliar with the 
unconditional gratitude he received from the physically challenged, so 
unlike his father and his sister. 

Conner found the confidence to date until he had tried to explain 
to potential sexual partners, “You know, before we go out this weekend, 
I’ve got to tell you that I am HIV-positive. Knock wood, never got full- 
blown AIDS. But also, I have genital warts. It’s under control, but the 
times I am contagious are right before an outbreak. I check my genitals 


daily, and if I have any tingling sensation, Pll refrain from having sex.” 


155 


GORDON BLITZ 


The reaction invariably was, “I really appreciate you telling me. 
I’m just not sure I’m willing to risk getting involved. I like you as a 
person though,” or they stood him up. 

Conner believed the curse placed on him was eternal. Even though 
he repeated his mantra, You don’t want the disease to own you. Don’t make 
it out that you are a victim, that you caused yourself to get sick, it became 
difficult to swallow what he really perceived as hogwash. 

Conner stopped dating by the end of the century. And then twenty 
years later having survived the pandemic and the AIDS plague, he 
began to feel invincible. Never having succumbed to any opportunistic 
infection from AIDS, he no longer worried about his father finding out 
about his ailment. 

But when Ned announced at a rare Christmas dinner, “I’ve just 
updated my will since my stroke, and I’ve decided that if you want to 
inherit Waverly Place and my portfolio, you will have to be living here, 
or you forfeit your inheritance,” Conner found it ridiculous. 

What kind of father bribes and threatens his own offspring? Did 
his father have the beginnings of dementia? But when Conner verified 
the stipulation with the family attorney, he was told, “Your father can 
do whatever he wants. And don’t worry, his faculties are as sharp as a 
40-year-old, even if his health is failing. Look, he’s only asking you to 
live at Waverly, nothing else, and it’s free room and board. If I were you, 
I would just bite the bullet. I think he is worried about having another 
stroke and wants to get things in order. He told me that he wanted to 
get closer to you and your sister, too.” 

It worked to Conner’s advantage once the pandemic kicked in. 
His job disappeared, he had zero savings, and there was a risk of him 
being evicted once the rent moratoriums were ended by the state. 

When Conner moved back to Waverly Place, Asher became anew 


nemesis. Their initial encounters created irritation and jealousy of the 
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attention his father showered on Asher. A sudden thought that Asher 
might be included in his father’s will made Conner suspicious. But 
that coldness was short-lived because it was soon replaced by Conner 
following Asher around like a puppy. Seeing Asher perform tasks made 
Conner believe that Asher’s hands could fix him. Asher’s hands were 
like magic wands accentuating his words with hand movements. 

In the evening, when Asher did the gardening, Conner saw the 
way Asher caressed plants, as though they were children, except for 
the yew shrubs. Asher told Conner, “You have to be very careful with 
these very poisonous berries and seeds. That’s why I’m wearing a mask 
and gloves. I’m very allergic. It seems so strange that something so 
dangerous would be used as a Christmas tree. I guess someone could use 
this to murder a family.” 

Conner’s eyebrows looked like they were inching up his forehead. 
Asher said, “I was just playing with you, Conner. You should lighten up. 
I would never do anything to hurt you or your family.” 

Conner toyed with the idea that if he ever wanted to get rid of his 
sister or his father, might the use of these trees with needle-like leaves 
be the perfect method? Asher broke into his thoughts and said, “You 
know I was in the basement yesterday, and I saw a bookcase made of 
maple wood which is high quality. I’m always looking for new projects.” 

Conner replied, “It was mine when I was young. I’m surprised my 
father didn’t throw it out.” 

“Good thing. I’m going to fix it up for you. And you can help me.” 

Without warning, Conner hugged Asher and kissed his forehead. 
Asher wordlessly backed away dissolving Conner’s fantasy. Conner 
ran from the space, refusing to acknowledge Asher His self-fulfilling 
worthlessness returned with a vengeance. 

Asher actually thought Conner could be an ally because of 
their shared sexuality. Millie and Ned offered no support. The initial 
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stand-offish Conner had switched to stalking Asher, and after the 
episode of Conner hugging and kissing him, Asher became invisible to 
Conner once again. 

The breakthrough came when Conner’s normally sunken face 
appeared full, as though someone had pumped air into his face to fill in 
his emaciated cheeks and temples. At three in the morning, Asher and 
Conner were both found in the kitchen searching for a snack to appease 
their appetite. Conner looked like an avalanche of doom sitting in the 
kitchen with his mouth frozen downward. 

Asher tried to lift Conner’s fog and said, “You look great, Conner. 
Your face looks different like it’s really filled out. I know you’re trying 
to build up your body, but whatever you’ve done, you no longer look 
gaunt.” 

Rather than enjoying the compliment, Conner seemed guarded 
but said, “I hated the way I looked. And with the pandemic winding 
down, I went to this Beverly Hills doctor and he used these dermal 
fillers.” 

Conner kept touching the area between his nose and his upper 
lip. Asher was aware that Conner felt self-conscious about his harelip. 
If the man would only smile or grin, he would be a keeper. On those 
rare occasions when Conner opened his mouth and showed his crooked 
teeth, it was endearing. If actors like Ethan Hawke and Nicolas Cage 
refused to fix their teeth, why would Conner need to? 

Asher said, “So what do you do with all your free time?” 

Conner replied, “I’ve got my weight machine and bike. I read 
autobiographies and watch documentaries about bodybuilders. I stay 
out of trouble. And recently I’ve been writing poetry.” 

Asher could imagine the poetry. It would, no doubt, be filled with 


desperation, hopelessness and thoughts of suicide. 
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Conner said, “What about you? Trapped here. You take care of my 
father and this high-maintenance house, and I see you fixing things 
every day.” 

“I like working with my hands. It can be like a creative puzzle 
fixing electrical items, for example. I can turn off my mind and get fully 
immersed. And when I create something from scratch, like the litter 
box for your sister’s cat, it’s amazingly gratifying.” 

Conner responded, “I wish someone could fix me.” 

Asher was afraid of where this scenario could lead. He did not 
need any more complications like he had with Conner’s sister, Millie. 

“Well, Conner, I’ve had enough to eat. I think I can get back to 
sleep. Nice chatting with you. Can’t believe you’ve been here and we’ve 
never spoken much.” 

As Asher got up, Conner seized his hand, clutching his fingers. 
Asher found Conner’s upper body strength remarkable, such a contrast 
to his anemic personality. Asher tried to loosen Conner’s grip but failed. 
Was this going to be a repeat performance like he had with Millie? 

Conner said, “Come to my bedroom. I don’t want to force you, but 
Pm horribly lonely. It’s been so many years, and I’ve been scared of the 
pandemic. I just want you to hold me. I haven’t been touched in years.” 

Asher said, “Conner, please. Stop it. Let me go back to my own 
room.” 

“Please, I know you’re hiding something. I see the way you jump 
every time the doorbell rings as if you’re scared someone will find you. 
Pl pay you.” 

Asher hated Conner’s groveling; a fifty-year-old man acting 
juvenile and then wanting to pay to have sex with him. What were the 
real consequences of turning him down? Asher did not want to use sex 


as a tool to save his job. 
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It was insanity. Sex always seemed to be getting tangled up with 
his work. It happened during his freelance handyman days, and now it 
was here again at Waverly Place. 

He told Conner, “No, this is wrong.” 

Conner stayed glued to Asher’s arm and when Conner stood up, he 
embraced Asher so tightly it felt like he was being squashed. Connet’s 
muscles were hugging Asher like a giant vice. Asher whispered, “Okay, 
Conner. You’re hurting me. PIL do whatever you want.” 

Asher looked for a smile from Conner, but all he saw was the 
beginning of a smirk. 

The semi-release from Conner’s vice let Asher breathe. In the 
bedroom, Conner took off his pajamas and expected Asher to follow 
his lead. Asher couldn’t help staring at Conner’s chest and arms. He 
was out of balance because the muscles were uneven like in an abstract 
painting. Asher turned sympathetic knowing that Conner had spent 
his entire life thinking he was perfecting his body, but it was a body that 
had no symmetry. 

Once Conner dragged Asher onto his bed, Conner got on all fours 
and stared at Asher. Conner’s lips were quivering and his body was 
vibrating 

Asher said, “What’s wrong? Do you realize that this is a mistake 
too? You are a good-looking man. You'll find someone.” 

Conner stopped trembling and had an entire speech prepared in 
his mind. He wanted to say, “I am HIV-positive. I wanted you to know 
before we did anything. I haven't had a serious opportunistic infection so 
can’t say if I have AIDS. I’ve been on the AIDS cocktails, and that’s what 
has saved me. 

“No one knows about this. You’re the first person I’ve told. My father 
would kill me. You know how vindictive he can be. It’s been twenty-five years 


since I was diagnosed, and he doesn’t have a clue. I’ve been able to pay for 
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the drugs myself without asking him for money. We’ll definitely use condoms 
and do whatever you can handle as being safe. This pandemic has scared 
me. Even with the vaccine, because I have a compromised immune system, 
I might be susceptible.” 

But Conner’s words were all in his imagination; he could never 
admit this to Asher. Instead, he asked, “Can I kiss you?” 

And like a blossoming flower caught by time-lapse photography, 
it looked like Conner’s lifelong refusal to smile was being overturned by 
Asher’s acceptance of Conner’s request. It was the first time Conner 
had kissed anyone since his brief fling with Darren in Baja California. 
Thankfully, once they kissed, Conner opened his nightstand drawer 
and grabbed condoms for both of them. 

Asher felt like a healer watching Conner’s face rearrange itself 
making room for a smile. Asher tried to be in the moment but was 
unsuccessful. When he made contact with the bulging muscles on 
Conner’s legs, it felt like Trevor had been reincarnated. The hairy legs 
tickling hairless Asher were just like Trevor's. 

Conner interjected, “It feels like static electricity when I rub 
against you. I’ve never felt that before.” 

Conner’s smile had grown, and when Asher saw Conner’s uneven 
and jagged teeth, it made him surprisingly hard. Why was this man 
getting him aroused? 

They played in bed for an hour before approaching the time for 
orgasm. Asher’s rationalization skills were on fire. Was he craving male 


companionship as an antidote to Millie’s depravity? 
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The phone rang just as Asher was on the verge of explaining to 
Riley how his actions would discredit him. Riley fretted that Asher 
might have been spotted by a neighbor and that the police would be 
coming to arrest them. He would be accused of harboring a criminal. 
When he heard the voice of Joanne, the realtor president of the 
neighborhood watch, he followed his sigh of relief with a curse. 

“Yes, Joanne. What’s going on? I haven’t heard from you in a while, 
so I assume things are getting better.” 

Riley turned his attention to Asher sitting at the woodblock 
kitchen table and thought, How can this beautiful man be here? Did he 
really make love to me last night? I know he is fifty, but he looks so young. , 
And the way he wears that baseball cap gives him a sexy innocence rather 
than the brash bad-boy trend of wearing it backwards. Why do I have to listen 
to Joanne? 

With her squeaky voice, she said, “Yes and No. It turns out that 
the executor of Ned’s will has been trying to reach Asher. This must 
mean that Asher is included in the will since only the executors and 
beneficiaries can look at a will while the estate is in probate. You know 
very well that with the whole family suspiciously dead, it’s going to 
be a long probate. I don’t understand why Asher would murder the 
whole family. Ned must have told him he was in the will. Unless Asher 
thought he could inherit the whole estate by default.” 
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Riley felt like a soft wet mass and responded to Joanne, “Joanne, 
can we continue this conversation another time? I have an appointment 
that I need to get to. Goodbye.” 

When Asher saw the distress in Riley’s face, he asked, “What’s 
wrong? You don’t look well.” 

“Did you know that Ned had put you in his will? I thought you told 
me everything.” 

Asher replied, “Yes, he did tell me, but what does that have to do 
with anything?” 

Riley wished he could laugh and said, “You must be kidding. This 
means you had motive. Either you were tired of waiting for Ned to die, 
or you wanted for yourself whatever Millie and Conner were getting. 
This is so typical of the kind of people I investigated for fraud. Getting 
their name added to the will.” 

“But that’s not true. I never asked Ned to put me in his will. I 
would never harm them or anybody.” 

“You ran, Asher. You hid from the police. You had access to the 
house. You were in hiding from the IRS and loan sharks. And now the 
money angle. It all points to you. I don’t even want to think about 
what will happen when they finish the autopsy and start comparing 
fingerprints. We’ve got to go to the police right now.” 

“PII take a lie detector test! I’m innocent! Look, I stayed here last 
night. I didn’t try to run off. I thought you were going to help me find 
out what happened and who the murderer was before you turned me in. 
Can’t you wait a few more days? I thought you cared about me, or was 
that just an act last night?” 

Riley tamped down his empathy and said, “You haven’t even told 
me what you thought would incriminate you before Joanne interrupted 


your thoughts. What is the big reveal that I haven’t learned about?” 
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Asher said, “I’m afraid to tell you. You'll really think badly of me. 
It might make my case worse.” 

“Well, now you really have me intrigued. Look, at this point, I 
don’t think you can shock me. Again, if you lay all your cards on the 
table, it will be easier to convince the police and court that you're as 
innocent as you say you are.” 

Asher stood up and said, “I’ve slept with both Millie and Conner.” 

Riley wished he had not said that nothing could shock him. Asher 
must have been joking. Who had the audacity to have sex with a 
brother and a sister? Was he trying out for the soap opera, Days of Our 
Lives? How did Asher expect him to react? The way Riley’s eyes and 
mouth opened wide clearly showed his astonishment. 

Asher continued, “I know what you’re thinking. How could I 
possibly let this happen? I didn’t plan it. I was pretty much forced into it 
by both of them. Millie threatened me if I didn’t perform, and the way 
Conner begged me, I just lost it with him. I was starved for some sort 
of connection. My lover had died so long ago. I was living like a nun. I 
wanted to say “no” to Conner, but he was so strong. I also felt sorry for 
him. I thought if having sex with him might bring him out of his funk, 
it would be a charity to help him. And those muscles were immobilizing 
me. Riley, don’t look so disgusted at me.” 

Any good will that Asher lavished on Riley had quickly dissipated. 
Riley could only think, How did I let myself be fooled? I always assume 
people are basically good. Boy, was I wrong. As if I thought he was an 
ethical person. It’s perverted. And I had sex with him! I’m so stupid! I wish 
it had never happened! I should have gone directly to the police station last 
night . . . but then I would still be a virgin. 

Asher said, “So that’s it. You want to dismiss me. I can tell the 


way you are looking at me. I’m being upfront with you. I didn’t need 
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to tell you about Conner and Millie, but you said you needed to know 
everything. I thought we had some kind of understanding.” 

Riley countered, “I don’t understand why everything with you 
is sex. Like you’re some kind of sex addict. And you’re right. This is 
not going to look good that you were screwing both of Ned’s kids. It 
gives you additional motive. Like the three of you were in league with 
each other to kill the old man and get his inheritance. And maybe you 
realized that once Ned was dead, you might as well kill off Millie and 
Conner. Then you would inherit Ned’s entire estate. This has gone on 
way too long. You disgust me. I’m going to have to take you in right 
now. Get dressed and get ready to go.” 

A hunched-over Asher did not look at Riley as he staggered off 
to the guest room. After fifteen minutes, Riley yelled out, “Come on. 
We're leaving right now. I don’t know what’s taking you so long.” 

Riley’s patience had fallen off a cliff. Maybe Asher would tell the 
police, “You know Riley found me two days ago and didn’t bring me in until 
today. Isn't that the same as harboring a criminal?” How was Riley going 
to explain his action, or really inaction? Riley made a pit stop, looked 
in the mirror and thought, Thank goodness my face has calmed down and 
doesn’t reflect that open book quality. God forbid, I should have to explain 
what I did with Asher. 

When Riley left the bathroom and could not locate Asher, he cursed 
and thought, How did Asher escape? Did he use the window? It isn’t open, and 
the screen hasn’t been cut. And where is my gun? Has Asher taken it? After 
Riley did a search of the house and came up empty as to the firearm’s 
location, he felt further stripped of any emotional resonance with Asher. 

Since Asher was on foot, Riley decided to use his car to catch up 
with the fugitive. The only logical hideout was the auto dump where 
Riley had found Asher originally. 
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On Riley’s first step outside, he saw Asher standing by the car. He 
felt like someone had removed the burden of Atlas, no longer carrying 
the world on his shoulders. He said, “You know, I’ve been looking all 
over for you. Thought you had run away. What a relief! And, hey, did 
you take my gun? I can’t find it.” 

“Actually, I was waiting for you. You must have been in the bath- 
room when I left. No clue, Riley, about your gun. The last time I saw it 
was two days ago when you dragged me back here. Maybe you dropped 
it at the dump.” 

“Okay, Pll look later. Just get in the car so we can go.” 

As they drove off, Riley fell into another pool of melancholy. 
This might be the last time he would see Asher. He no longer possessed 
the stubbornness and decisiveness relating to his feelings about Asher. 

Riley parked across the street from the police station. Before they 
left the car, Riley touched Asher’s hand and said, “I’m not forgiving 
you for what you did with Conner and Millie, but whatever happens, 
I hope one day we can be friends. I guess sex isn’t all that it’s cracked 
up to be, especially when you think it can become love. But for now, I 
can’t get any more involved. I know you think I’m being cold, but I still 
have some feelings for you. 

“They will assign you an attorney since you clearly can’t afford 
the services of a lawyer. I’ve been thinking about what you should do. I 
think turning yourself in alone is the best way. If it’s done on your own 
accord, it’s better than if I take you in. Please don’t tell them anything 
about what has happened between us for the last two days.” 

Riley felt a burning sensation in his eyes, and not being able to 
X-ray Asher’s mind left him morose. A smile had to suffice. Asher 
exited the car and walked across the street to his fate. The silent echo 
of the deserted Sunday afternoon in downtown Ashton troubled Riley. 


It felt like a ghost town that was telling him something was wrong. 
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While they drove to the police station, Asher tried to rationalize 
his sexual interaction with Riley. Was he so starved that he would have 
sex with anyone, or was there an appeal of an older man, the same age 
that Trevor would have been? Had his taste in men been transformed? 
First, the sex with the unattractive Conner, and then Riley. But Riley 
was taking care of him, a balanced relationship like he had had with 
Trevor. 

Asher had lost control of his life, and sex helped him regain control. 
He had no vices. No drugs, alcohol, or caffeine. Trevor would joke that 
Asher not only looked lily-white, but he generated a purity untouched 
by corruption or imperfection. That definition only held true now if 
one excluded sex. And he was not an addict. Being monogamous with 
Trevor was a no-brainer. The only time he had strayed was during the 
end of Trevor’s illness with his approval. 

Asher needed the release that sex provided. But these recent 
developments with Millie, Conner and Riley made him question his 
motives. Had he become a wolf in his white sheepskin clothing? Using 
his hands to give pleasure complimented his ability to fix the broken. 
To Asher, sex used to be all about giving, not receiving. If that meant 
he thought of himself as a Godlike healer, was that grandiose? And he 
never expected a thank you. The same eyes that conveyed happiness 
from an appliance repair or a rehabilitated piece of furniture returned 
bubbling wordless gratitude when he had had sex with Conner or Riley. 
Even Millie, who had forced herself on him, had a look of blissful energy 
from the orgasms that he facilitated. 

His candor with Riley had backfired; no different than what he 
suspected would have happened if Millie or Conner had ever discovered 
his dueling sex with both of them. Only Trevor handled his truths. 


Each time a customer had flirted with Asher, he revealed the action in 
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detail to Trevor. And before they hooked up, Trevor had a list of all of 
Asher’s exes along with the raw cataloging of who did what to whom. 

Asher’s sexual escapades had debased him along with running away 
like a coward. The shame Asher felt was eating away at him. Trevor 
would have been mortified. Asher had to make things right. That’s why 
he had agreed to turn himself in. 

Riley’s last-minute change of not accompanying him into the 
station created paranoia and anxiety. His skin was already reacting to 
the sun unaccustomed as he was to any daylight without protective 
gear and sunscreen. In all the commotion, he had forgotten to apply 
the thick tanning lotion that shielded his skin along with disguising his 
paleness. 

As Asher stepped off the curb, a rush of officers exploded through 
the door of his destination and surrounded Riley’s car. Once Asher 
became aware of the armed men, he panicked fearing for his life and 
quickly backed into an alleyway to avoid detection. Asher couldn’t 
afford an encounter with trigger-happy police. The long alley provided 
a hiding place until he could come up with a plan. He thought, Why 
were they after Riley? Riley hadn’t done anything wrong. Treating Riley, an 
old man, like a criminal. And what was this deal with guns? Did they think 
Riley was armed, or that I was dangerous? Riley had mentioned missing his 
gun. Might he have forgotten that it was left in the car? Asher wondered if 
Riley had a license to carry. This is out of control, but I need to look out for 


myself. I should go back to the auto yard and hide out. 
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Once Conner found the solution to his sunken cheeks, which had 
the stigmatizing look of AIDS, his self-image got a literal and figurative 
facelift. Connecting with Asher had completed the eradication of his 
curse. 

The best part of his relationship with Asher was how it finally 
enabled him to smile. At first, Conner was like an obstinate child, 
not giving Asher’s laughing workouts a chance. The failures included 
tickling; Conner wasn’t ticklish; and even watching comedy films; the 
sure-fire Blazing Saddles scene of eating beans and having gas failed to 
make him giggle. But when Asher showed him a YouTube video of Gilda 
Radner when she says, “Why do I keep hearing about freeing Russian 
jewelry? What’s so special about it? Why should it be free?” and the 
announcer nudges her and tells her, “It’s Jews, not jewelry,” and Gilda 
smiles and says, “Never mind,” Conner laughed until his cheeks ached. 

Asher had Conner stand in front of a mirror giving him the ability 
to see how his face blossomed from his laughter. Asher took Connet’s 
hands as though Conner was blind and had him feel the way his mouth 
formed a smile. The focus on the grin distracted him from his split 
upper lip. Conner saw a handsome man who looked back at him. Asher 
reinforced Conner daily with his repeated use of the phrase, “You are so 
handsome when you smile.” 

Conner felt like a teenage girl in puppy love thinking about Asher. 


The excitement of having a secret affair under the noses of Millie and 


169 


GORDON BLITZ 


Ned made the relationship pop for him. If they failed to follow the rules 
of silent sex, Asher would cover Conner’s mouth to prevent a trembling 
outburst. Afterward, Conner would ask, “You are so quiet when we are 
having sex. Are you enjoying it?” 

The pause before Asher said, “Sure. I’m just reserved,” made 
Conner question their coupling. If he obsessed too long, he thought, Is 
he only doing this to keep his job, or worse yet, does he pity me? He says I am 
handsome, but I don’t know if I believe him. But actually, I guess it doesn’t 
matter. 

After a short nap, Conner would repeatedly ask, “Can’t you spend 
the night with me one time? Can you imagine what it’s like for me not 
to wake up in someone’s arms in the morning? I can’t remember the last 
time.” 

“Tt’s too risky. If Ned or Millie find out about us, it would be World 
War Three.” 

“But why?” 

“I work for your father, and since you are his son, I am an employee 
of both of you. And your sister is such a wild card. It’s better if we min- 
imize the risk.” 

Asher kept their conversations weightless, never giving Conner 
the confidence to reveal his own vulnerabilities. He kept rationalizing 
an endless loop of, I’m doing fine. I may be HIV-positive, but I don’t have 
AIDS. Why do I need to tell him anything? 

At the Waverly’s nightly dinner, the patter had begun to simmer. 
Asher had only recently joined them, but he followed his pattern of 
muteness. 

“Conner, something has changed with your face. And I could 


swear you're smiling? Are you happy about something? You almost 
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have that look like when my girlfriends would ask me, ‘Millie, did you 
do it last night? Are you in love?” 

Conner giggled not being able to imagine Millie in a relationship, 
let alone falling in love. 

She glared at him, “What’s so funny?” 

Conner’s hand moved directly to his lip for comfort realizing his 
slip and needing to do some damage control. 

“I was just thinking about what your girlfriends said. Such a cliché. 
I never met any of your friends because there was our ten-year age gap.” 

If only Asher would hold him, but he feared glancing at him as if 
his eyes would reveal how he felt saturated by his love for Asher. 

Millie smiled until Ned interrupted, “What about you, Millie? Are 
you dating anyone? Whatever happened to that guy you were involved 
with? Robert what’s-his-name. It’s been a long time, but now with the 
pandemic winding down, I would think you’d want to put yourself out 
there again.” 

Millie found that touching her birthmark helped ease her disgust as 
she said, “I don’t want to talk about my love life. You can’t leave things 
alone. What about you? You never dated anyone after mom died.” 

“No, I just didn’t feel like getting involved with anyone. I married 
your mother, and we had you kids. That was enough for me. I’m too old 
now. And I have both of you. It’s been nice having you stay with me, 
getting to know you better. See, it hasn’t been so bad that I’ve made 
you live here.” 

Millie cut him off with, “So what’s going on with your rosacea? It 
looks like it’s getting worse. Isn’t there anything you can take?” 

Conner remained mute during the rest of the meal. He could 


feel the underlying tension, just waiting for the drama to escalate 
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like fireworks. Millie and Ned’s stiletto knives were ready to puncture 
anyone in their path. 

The Waverlys were all marked -- Ned’s red rash, Millie’s port 
stain and Conner’s harelip. Each of these benign defects were used as 
either vengeance against each other or against themselves. Conner 
felt like he was the only family member who wanted to break that 


vicious cycle. 
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Robert/Riley/Asher-Now 


The following morning after Robert spotted Riley and the possible 
Asher, Riley’s townhouse looked ominous. Robert used Sunday morning 
to flex his brain by digesting The New York Times. Sitting on his 
balcony with freshly ground Lavazza coffee and finishing his brain 
teaser crossword puzzle, his astute hearing would signal any activity at 
Riley’s. Shortly after noon, Robert had a perfect view of the mystery 
man; Asher in the flesh standing by Riley’s car. The face matched 
the photo of Asher that had appeared in the local Ashton throwaway 
newspaper. Once Riley exited his townhouse, Robert heard an angry 
Riley ask about his gun. Because Asher mumbled his words, Robert 
couldn’t decipher Asher’s response. When they drove off, Robert noted 
the license plate number and called the police. 

“It looks like Riley Dice has Asher, the man you are looking for. 
Asher spent the night so it looks like Riley is harboring a criminal. 
They just drove off, and I don’t know where they are going. I should 
warn you that one of them is armed.” Each of Robert’s words filled him 
with delight. The potential thrill of the police capturing and shooting 
Riley and Asher meant Robert’s end goal was within reach. 

It was genius on Robert’s part that Asher would be blamed for 
the murders. Robert had visited Waverly Place weeks ago but no one 
answered the doorbell. So, because Ned had never installed a security 
system, Robert was able to break open the lock. With his realtor 


background, he had become an expert at picking locks undetected. 
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Robert was concerned that Ned had not been answering his phone 
calls. Robert had wanted to repair their friendship. 

This was the first time he had been inside. His shouts of “Hello, 
anyone home?” were not answered. When he dated Millie, the house 
had been off-limits. Robert hated the Craftsman style, and as he 
roamed the rooms, he felt no regrets that Waverly Place would be 
torn down. Waverly Place reeked of old. The small rooms and dark 
eaves depressed Robert. He noted the way the bamboo woven shades 
filtered out the light making dust visible and adding a haunting quality. 
Robert was a clean-line contemporary architecture man where bright 
colors ruled. 

Robert decided to climb the stairs where Ned had told him the 
bedrooms were. More shouting was met with silence. When he checked 
the first bedroom on the right, he realized it must have been Conner’s 
room because it looked like a workout gym. The room looked empty 
until he found Conner on the floor who appeared dead. Robert backed 
away thinking that Conner had succumbed to the virus and might be 
infectious. He tried another bedroom hoping to find Ned. The unoc- 
cupied hospital bed identified the larger room as being Ned’s. Since 
Conner was dead, when Robert saw Ned’s body slumped in the bathroom 
and not breathing, surprise was not the emotion he experienced. The 
smile on his face was his singular reaction. 

When Robert saw Asher’s note in the cubbyhole room adjacent to 
Ned’s bedroom, Robert thought that even though Asher was dismissed 
weeks ago, could he have murdered Ned and Conner? Maybe he was in 
league with Millie to inherit all of the estate in spite of what Ned’s will 
mandate that Waverly Place be sold. All Robert required was to find 
Millie in the same condition as her brother and father. Robert would 
have hit the jackpot if Millie was dead. He wouldn’t need to deal with 


any complications from Millie and Conner contesting the will. 
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But his luck ran out when he entered Millie’s bedroom. All he heard 
was her wheezing—the familiar sound asthmatics make without their 
inhaler. Millie recognized Robert, and her pupils were filled with joy at 
the prospect of being saved. She was begging him to get her inhaler. But 
when Robert stood still and stared at Millie, her eyes opened wide in 
disbelief. As Robert watched her suffocate from no oxygen getting to her 
lungs, he imagined the stain on her neck spreading. When he noticed 
Millie’s iPhone beside her, he snatched it from the floor knowing he 
would trash it when he left Waverly Place. 

Once Robert was convinced that Millie was dead, he finally felt an 
emotion of panic. His fingerprints were scattered everywhere. He could 
be accused of murder regardless of whether he was innocent or guilty. 
He would have to retrace his steps and wipe any evidence that could 
incriminate him. 

During that laborious task, the Asher solution hit him. The reason 
for Conner’s and Ned’s deaths wasn’t clear, but because Millie could not 
get to her inhaler or it was empty clearly explained her passing. Why 
not scoop up any remaining inhalers in Waverly and transfer them to 
Asher’s room? That kind of discovery would be further evidence of 
Asher being a prime suspect. 

Robert found no inhalers in the bathroom, Conner’s room, or the 
kitchen. How odd that the inhalers were already in Asher’s room. 
Without any extra effort on Robert’s part, Asher had left incriminating 
evidence. All the pieces were in place to point toward Asher as being 
the killer. Robert’s earlier panic turned to giddiness knowing that not 
only had Ned died, but his offspring were dead and the third inheritor 
was disqualified. 
ok 2k 2k KKK 

The instructions from the officer, “Step out of your car with your 


hands up,” felt surreal to Riley. He could not believe that he would be 
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accused of harboring a criminal because of his 24-hour delay in bringing 
Asher to the station. What if he had been kidnapped by Asher? How 
would anyone know it was Asher? He was unrecognizable with his dyed 
hair, the baseball cap and glasses that hid his intense blue eyes. Before 
he had become a fugitive, he had always worn a large safari hat with a 
wide brim to protect himself from the sun. 

“No sudden moves. Keep your hands up. We want to make sure 
you aren’t armed.” 

Riley could feel his heart working overtime. He worried that his 
blood pressure was out of control as he stepped out of his car. 

“Walk slowly towards me. Stop. I am going to frisk you.” 

The officer used both his hands to pat down Riley, and he shouted 
back to another cop, “It’s okay. I’m going to read him his rights and 
then handcuff him.” 

Riley stayed mute, knowing that the most innocent words spoken 
could be held against him. These were the same officers to whom he 
had divulged information about how he had found the Waverlys dead. 

Getting fingerprinted, picture taken and brought to an empty cell 
all blurred in Riley’s mind. The only words he said were, “I want to 
make my one phone call.” 

Within thirty minutes Marvin, his attorney friend, arrived and 
explained why Riley was being held. 
ok ok 2 2 ok 2 

Asher was able to run as if Trevor’s calf muscles, hamstrings 
and quads were transplanted into his own legs. Dodging in and out 
of alleyways in order to be undetected by the police, he made the 
four-mile trek in forty-five minutes to the auto dump. The guilt he felt 
about leaving Riley in a precarious position subsided until he reached 


his undisturbed tent. 
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Asher had no feeling in his legs when he collapsed on the futon as 
though the pain he felt from the tearing and stretching of his muscles 
waited until his mission was accomplished. He did not care that sweat 
was dampening the bed sheet; Asher was happy to be home. What 
an incongruous thought to call the tent shack “home.” In bed, Asher 
felt the leanings of positive solitude. After spending so much of his 
life pleasing other people, he could enjoy his own friendship. Free to 
contemplate, reflect and be creative. And having a chance to read 
Leaves of Grass, the only book he kept from the house he shared with 
Trevor. They would search the poems that gave evidence that Whitman 
was gay. Their favorite lines from Calamus were: 

Here to put your lips upon mine I permit you 

With the comrade’s long dwelling kiss or new husband's kiss 

For I am the new husband and I am the comrade 

Or if you will, thrusting me beneath your clothing 

Where I may feel the throbs of your heart or rest upon your hip 

Carry me when you go forth over land and sea 

For this merely touching you is enough, is best, 

And thus, touching you would I silently sleep and be carried eternally. 
This was the last thing Asher read to Trevor before he died. And when 
Riley said Whitman was his favorite poet, was that another sign from 
Trevor? 

For his legs to mend fourteen hours of sleep were required. Upon 
awakening, Asher was overtaken by hunger. He used the dried cereal 
granola to placate his stomach while his topsy-turvy thoughts were, 
At least I have Riley’s gun. If I’d left it in his car or his house it would have 
been worse for him even if he has a license to carry because of his previous 
job as an investigator. How long am I going to be able to stay here? Riley will 


tell them about my location. He needs to do everything he can to prove my 
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innocence. If he has some kind of relationship with the police, maybe he can 
convince them that he wasn’t harboring a criminal. How can I be a criminal? 
As far as I know, they have no evidence connecting me to the deaths of Ned, 
Millie and Conner. They’re just assuming that because there was no sign of 
breaking and entering; it was an inside job. Of course, I stupidly went back 
to Waverly Place before I was supposed to. 

Asher tried to organize his thoughts about Riley. Was Asher 
faking it when they had sex? Foolishly rationalizing that Riley was the 
same age as Trevor or justifying searching for an older man as a father 
figure. It was a survival tactic just like the sex with Millie and Conner, 
except it felt different with Riley. No hidden agenda, and the idea of 
a 61-year-old man being a virgin intrigued Asher as though Riley was 
waiting for the right person -- Asher. And he had to admit that there 
were moments of eroticism. It felt like Riley’s expression of humanity 
and virtue were independent of his physical form. Taking care of his 
mother and working to uncover fraud. Even his dalliance with Sofa 
Investigators was ethical because it was like charity work, unsolvable 
crimes or cold cases that the police had dropped. Riley’s story about the 
fire that killed his father and brother and the arsonist who was never 
found haunted him. He wondered if Riley was the first person he had 
met since Trevor died with whom he could risk ... but Asher could not 
finish the sentence in his head. 

He had come so close to redeeming himself and going into the 
police station to explain his fugitive status. Asher had lost all sense of 
morality by having sex with Millie and Conner, not facing up to his 
responsibilities of paying taxes, and then running away like a scared 
child. But something snapped when those cops came bursting out of 
the station and ambushed Riley. Poor Riley. Asher did not want to hurt 
him. Once Asher got his bearings, he needed to come up with a plan 


to save Riley. 
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Millie-Then 


Millie hated waking up in conjunction with the sun. In addition 
to blackout shades, Millie wore a mask over her eyes. Being a night 
person meant acting like a vampire, where all activity took place in 
the dark while daylight was meant for sleeping. Her patterns mirrored 
Asher who thrived in the evening hours, although recently he had been 
persona non grata at night. Her asthma remained in check at night, too. 

While Ned, Asher and Conner slept, it gave Millie the opportunity 
to roam Waverly Place uncovering secrets. She had been adept at 
entering their bedrooms, undetected, as if she was wearing night 
vision glasses. If she had been discovered, her excuse would be, “I am a 
sleepwalker.” 

Millie focused on Ned’s library study. The wall of floor-to-ceiling 
books had been her favorite room as a child. She discovered that her 
father hid special papers, property deeds, bond holdings and jewelry 
within books where he had carved out the pages. He did not trust the 
safe-deposit boxes at the bank. Millie’s mother had explained to her 
about Ned’s quirky practices. Millie always imagined that she was in a 
log cabin when sitting within the library’s rustic white cedar walls. The 
scent brought Millie back to her childhood when her mother was alive. 

Millie was on a quest to find Ned’s will if she could figure out 
which book it was hiding in. She would need a psychic to find the 
potential buried treasure or have to spend hours opening every book. 


She had forgotten how magical paper felt turning pages and holding 
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a book versus her recent addiction to cold electronic Kindle books. 
And during the pandemic, the isolation she felt had been alleviated by 
evoking a sense of place that books created. 

At the two-hour point, her hands ached, and she returned the 
last book to the shelf. But it wouldn’t easily slide to the back. It felt 
blocked, or she had dislodged another book during the process. Millie 
stuck her hand into the area wanting to clear the space. Tucked away 
was the culprit, another book turned sideways that may have fallen 
from another shelf. The book was Catcher in the Rye by Salinger. If 
this was a first edition, it would be worth a fortune, or with Salinger’s 
autograph, priceless. When she opened it, she had reached the jackpot. 
The carved-out book, like a pumpkin with a candle inside, housed 
folded-up papers. Millie almost screamed finding Ned’s will, which 
might have awakened Ned, Conner or Asher. 

She expected to see equal shares between herself and Conner; 
instead, there were three inheritors listed which included Asher. But 
as she looked closer, the percentages were 45% for Asher and 45% for 
Conner, with the remaining 10% for Millie. There was also a caveat 
that if one of the beneficiaries died before Ned, then the estate would 
be split 50-50 with the remaining survivors. Millie felt the wrath that 
only a god could experience, ready to punish her three nemeses with 
everlasting destruction. Once her fury simmered, she hatched a plan 
to convince Ned to remove Asher and Conner from the will, leaving 
his entire estate to her. She already had the revelation of the AIDS 
diagnosis to eliminate Conner, but she needed something on Asher. 
Ned’s hatred of her might prevent him from believing Asher as a rapist. 
She turned to the internet for dirt on this caregiver who had infiltrated 
Waverly Place and had coerced her father to cede a major portion of 


his wealth to him. 
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The words of Ned’s will were still swirling in her head -- 45% 
to her harelip brother and 45% to the albino-looking caregiver. She 
needed to confront Ned about his wicked decision. The following 
morning, she asked, “Dad, I am trying to contain my anger. Why am I 
listed as only getting 10% of your portfolio?” 

Despite suffering a stroke, Ned’s speech was precise, “It’s my money, 
and I can do what I want with it.” 

The rosacea on his face looked like it was spreading down to his 
neck, or was Ned feeling embarrassed by his declaration? If Ned was 
blushing, it meant he was human. 

‘Tm your daughter. You made me move here, threatening me that 
if I wanted any of your estate, I had to live at Waverly Place. I’ve done 
what you asked.” 

“I thought it would bring us closer, but you are just a spoiled 
sixty-year-old brat. You only care about yourself.” 

“There has to be another reason that you shut me out.” 

“Millie, what it comes down to is I just don’t like you.” 

Without responding, Millie walked away not wanting to subject 
herself to Ned’s verbal assault. To clear her head, she returned to the 
thrill of her scheme. 

During her strategizing, she was interrupted by the sound of an 
Amazon delivery. Since the pandemic, daily deliveries had become 
commonplace. Food had priority to be taken in, but when she observed 
the packages, Millie only saw two flimsy grey plastic bags with the 
Federal government’s return address. She peaked inside and discovered 
four pandemic test kits. Ned, Millie, Conner and Asher had all been 
spared from contracting the virus, but the self-testing was a good backup; 
too many risks associated with visiting a testing site. Holding the kits 


gave Millie a devious idea, one that would make her plan foolproof. 
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Riley-Now 


The fluorescent lights in the jailhouse room where Riley and his 
lawyer Marvin were sitting created a gloomy atmosphere. Riley spoke 
first. 

“Please explain why I am here and what you are going to do to get 
me out.” 

“Okay. The police were notified that you had the suspect Asher in 
your condominium for at least a day.” 

Riley responded, “But the reason I brought him to the police 
station was to make Asher turn himself in. Doesn’t that count?” 

“But why did you wait? Just tell me. Everything you say is 
confidential, but I need to know the truth if you want me to help you.” 

Riley wished he had not watched every episode of Law and Order 
and listened to the Sofa Investigators podcast. A loophole was always 
found to break confidentiality. But Riley had no choice but to trust his 
friend of twenty years. 

“I felt sorry for him. He’s innocent. And I thought I was doing a 
good deed looking for him myself since the police hadn’t had any luck. 
I found him at night, and we had an altercation. I had my gun with me 
just as a backup since it was in a rough part of town. Asher took my gun. 
I was worried he might harm me. But I still was able to convince Asher 
to turn himself in, that I would help him. Anyway, I was going to drive 
to the police station, but when he told me his story and why he was 


running, I sympathized with him. I know it sounds crazy. Look, I was 
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emotionally and physically exhausted. He had given my gun back to 
me, so I figured he was harmless. What was the big deal about waiting 
to bring him in the following morning? We ended up sleeping way into 
the morning until noon and by the time he showered and got ready, it 
was mid-afternoon. They really can’t accuse me of harboring a criminal. 
I mean, they know me. I am an upstanding citizen.” 

Riley hoped he mixed enough truth in his monologue to Marvin. 
The sexual aspect was private along with Asher’s other confessions. 
Riley saw no point in correcting Asher’s name. 

“So, is that everything, Riley? You aren’t leaving anything out? And 
you haven’t spoken to the police? I want to be there with you and make 
sure your story is foolproof. Once you tell them what happened, you 
can’t change it; otherwise they’ll consider your testimony unreliable. I 
think I can post bail if the judge is reasonable. Let me see what I can do. 
And one last thing, no contact with Asher. Forget about feeling sorry 
for him and thinking he was innocent. That’s for the police, judge and 
jury.” 

When Marvin returned within two hours smiling and explained 
the $100,000 bail, Riley’s first thought was, I am going to figure out this 
case. What really happened? I don’t want Asher to be found until I can prove 
his innocence. This is not going to be like the arsonist who killed my brother 
and father, where it ended up being a cold case. But is Asher innocent? What 
if he was the handyman responsible for the fire? 

Damn, I’m just distracting myself with what-ifs. I need to focus on 
what’s happening to me and Asher right now. Asher changed my life by letting 
me make love to him, and I owe him. I don’t care about myself. I’m an old 
man, but Asher deserves a chance. And those guys on Sofa Investigators are 
going to help me. 

Marvin’s last words were, “The judge was considering forcing you 


to wear an ankle bracelet so the police could track your movements 
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through GPS, but I convinced them that you weren’t dangerous or a 
flight risk, and the judge agreed. Stick by your condo because patrols 
will be checking your location, and an unusual trip could alert them. Of 
course, do not try to contact Asher.” 

Riley acknowledged Marvin’s warning by shaking his head up and 
down, but in reality, Riley had listened but not heard. 

Georgy greeted Riley when he dragged himself into his condo. She 
had that look of how dare you abandon me for over twenty-four hours and 
I’m starving. After Riley fed his new companion a special treat of oily 
mackerel, he happened to look up into his hallway mirror. The face 
that stared back at him looked unrecognizable. His crow’s feet were 
relaxed, and his eyes twinkled. Whatever torment he had suffered was 
not reflected in his face. Apparently, the afterglow of having sex with 
Asher seemed to have lingered. He wanted to see that man again. Riley 
was willing to take the risk. In the morning, he would go on a scavenger 
hunt to find him. 

That evening, Riley caught up on the episodes of Sofa Investigators 
he had missed, hoping that new information had been uncovered. 

“Hello everyone, this is Felix, the Cat with a new edition of Sofa 
Investigators. It has been many days since mysterious Mr. Z has called 
in. My sources have reported that the autopsy report not only showed 
that the Waverlys did not have the virus when they died, but according 
to the antibody tests, the three had never been infected. The question 
is why did the caregiver, our Mr. C, leave the premises? Why is he on 
the run?” 

Riley knew why Asher was on the run, but why did he write that 
note? Why was he asked to leave if there was no risk of getting infected? 
Could the home test have given a false positive reading? Very unlikely. 


False negatives were the only errors reported to the CDC. 
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Riley began going over the evidence he had found on the day he 
discovered the bodies. The bottles of insulin in Asher’s bedroom. What 
were they doing there? As far as Riley knew, the only diabetic in Waverly 
Place was Ned. And what about fingerprints? Asher mentioned that his 
own fingerprints were on file. 

While Riley tried to sleep, he kept being awakened. Something 
was coming from the sheets. It reminded him of Asher, and it was a 
familiar sensation. And suddenly Riley realized that he was smelling 
Asher! The cotton sheets had retained his odor. My god, his nose was 
working again! He got up and went through the refrigerator identifying 
the smells of fried chicken, leftover turkey and cherry pie. Even the vile 
odor of garlic thrilled him. Then he ran to the bathroom and pulled 
out the special natural soap that his mother had always used -- warm, 
orange, with a kick of whiskey. It felt like she was with him. Thank you, 


Asher! You have made me whole! 
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Chapter 33 
Conner-Then 


Conner felt stymied after six months of keeping his relationship 
with Asher a secret. He lived in fear of Millie discovering them in bed, 
but why shouldn’t he be able to spend the night with the man he loved? 
And yet as much as he wanted to tell Asher he loved him, he kept 
procrastinating. 

On the night of their six-month anniversary, Conner cuddled 
with Asher after reaching the rare feat of two orgasms. He ascribed 
the miracle to the crisp black sheets ordered so that Asher’s ivory 
body would flare against the charcoal background. But the challenge 
of suppressing their screams during ejaculations became intolerable. 
Like winning the lottery and keeping it hidden. And Conner’s normal 
vulnerable state increased exponentially when he finally said, “I think 
I’m falling in love with you.” Asher did not answer him. Conner 
could not help it, but the room began spinning like the tornado in 
The Wizard of Ox. 

One night they did the deed and fell asleep. It was four o’clock 
when Asher nudged him and whispered, “I have to go back to my room. 
It’s already early morning.” 

“Just stay in bed. It’s only a few more hours. Millie and Ned are still 
asleep.” But Asher left, and it felt to Conner as if the other side of the 
mattress had caved in. If he moved, he would fall into a chasm. He felt 


humiliated and made a vow to stop cowering. 
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Conner wanted affirmation from Millie who considered him 
a loser and from his father who told him, “Do you really think you 
could handle being in a relationship? It’s hard enough between men 
and women, but two men would never work. Too competitive. And 
how could you trust another man to be monogamous? And think 
about the risk of getting AIDS. It’s not worth it. And remember 
it’s not only women that can be gold diggers. Men are just as bad. 
We Waverly men aren’t made to love. Anyway, you have enough 
problems.” 

After Ned’s initial vote of confidence and pride when Conner first 
came out to him, the subject had now become taboo. 

As if Ned’s speech about the relationship wasn’t enough to keep 
Conner percolating with self-hate, Ned went on to browbeat him with, 
“I know you're gay, but that doesn’t define you. I don’t believe in all of 
this identity politics. We are all Americans. We don’t need to give each 
group special rights.” 

Asher changed Conner’s life by allowing him the potential of a 
long-term coupling. This ridiculous paranoia about Millie had no basis. 
Wasn’t it just Conner catastrophizing? He decided to tell her in what 
he hoped would be a quiet civilized discussion. He found Millie in the 
library. He felt that she had mellowed removing his angst before he 
said, “Millie, I need to talk to you about something important. I’ve 
wanted to tell you for a long time, but I wasn’t sure how you would 
react. I don’t think you'll be surprised by this.” 

Millie replied, “Just get to the point, Conner. I hate being 
interrupted in the library. It’s the only place I can go to get away from 
my controlling father and his favorite child.” 

Conner refused to let her words bother him and said, “I’m with 


Asher. He’s my boyfriend. I think I might be in love with him. It’s been 
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ages since I’ve felt like this. I hope you’ll be happy for me, Millie. He 
actually makes me feel beautiful telling me how handsome I am.” 

“You're joking, Conner, right? You expect me to believe that you’re 
screwing Dad’s caregiver? Wait until I tell him. I think it will really go 
over well with him. Oh, and does Asher know about your HIV status? 
I hope you told him...” 

Millie stopped mid-sentence as her face turned as white as Asher’s. 
Conner’s guilt-ridden expression meant that Asher was unaware of the 
AIDS virus. Her eyes became laser beams shooting at Conner. She 
screamed, “Get the fuck out of here. You disgust me. I always hated 
you, but now I loathe you!” 

Conner tried to cover his ears rather than hear her angry words. 
What a stupid idea to expose his bonding with Asher. And then letting 
her trample him, not defending himself. Millie’s hand was tugging on 
her neck where the black port stain resided. Her reaction flustered 
Conner and rendered him frozen even when Millie began wheezing 
like a high-pitched whistle. 

“Don’t just stand there! Get my inhaler on the nightstand in my 
bedroom!” 

Once Conner’s eyes stopped darting, he recovered from his 
immobilization and walked into Millie’s bedroom. He scanned the 
room looking for her life-saving device. Suddenly, he was greeted by 
Millie’s cat, Georgy, carrying the inhaler in her mouth. Since moving 
back to Waverly Place, Conner had avoided Georgy. He could not risk 
any exposure to cats that might be carrying the toxoplasmosis parasite. 
He toyed with the idea of telling Millie, “Sorry, I couldn’t find your 
inhaler.” 

Even though he hated Millie, withholding the device went 


beyond mean-spiritedness. Conner would have to find another method 


188 


Murber Times Toree: A WaverLy PLACE MYSTERY 


of retaliation against Millie. Once Georgy let the canister fall to the 
floor, Conner snatched it up. 

Before he went back to Millie, he noticed a pair of black boxer 
shorts sticking out from under her bed, the same underwear that Asher 
wore. This was his signature because the black contrasted with his pale 
skin. Conner felt nauseous. Was Asher also sleeping with Millie? Was 
that an explanation of why Millie was infuriated with him? Again, he 
was tempted not to save Millie from her asthma attack. Let her suffer 
and die! But he reverted to his pity-me persona feeling that he deserved 
all that was thrown at him by both Millie and Asher. Conner left, and 
in his bedroom reflected on the fact that the only person he thought 


could save him had destroyed him. His curse had returned. 
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Chapter 34 
Asher-Now 


Asher’s strategy to help Riley had stalled because he had no 
access to the news. With enough food foraged away, like a bear about 
to hibernate, Asher tried to avoid leaving his hideout. Only when he 
wore his full regalia; a baseball cap, sunglasses, dark tanning lotion and 
dyed black hair, did he dare venture out. 

Little had changed as though time stood still for the inhabitants 
of the homeless encampment. His British writer friend, Henry, was 
feverishly writing in a notebook, oblivious to Asher coming into his 
space. When the man looked up, he said, “Asher. Good to see you. I 
was worried about you. Some man was looking for you. He seemed like 
a good soul, and I told him where you were hanging out. Hope I didn’t 
get you into trouble.” 

“No. It’s all good. I need a favor from you. Do you have recent 
local newspapers that I could read, or have you heard anything about 
the Waverly Place deaths?” 

“I don’t keep up with the news. I’ve been spending all my time 
writing the great American novel. But I keep a bunch of newspapers 
for one of my friends who grabs them to wipe windshields. It’s amazing 
how good it works.” 

Asher began scrounging the newspapers that Henry handed him. 
Most of the articles were rehashing stuff he already knew until he got 
to the page about: 
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The real name of the caregiver is Garrett Burton, not Asher as previously 
reported. No details on why he was using an assumed name, or whether this 
will help with the search. 

How did this happen? It must have been Riley who revealed his 
name, yet it appeared unfathomable that Riley would backstab him. 
The name exposure meant that the IRS and loan shark Mafia would be 
onto him. In jail, he would not be protected from the Mafia by a lock, 
and once the IRS had its tentacles attached, he would never be free. 

What would Trevor advise; flee or accept the consequences, but 
always maintain innocence? He actually knew what his husband would 
say. Use the Spike Lee film, and Do the Right Thing. 

Once he reached that conclusion, he felt emancipated from 
anxiety. And maybe there was a glimmer of hope that Riley had not 
betrayed him. 

Before Asher returned to his fate, he pledged two days of freedom 
with nature. Photographing his surroundings in his head, he feared a 
decayed prison environment in his future. Instead of sleeping on his first 
night of freedom, he laid on his back outside his tent and watched the 
stars dancing while a small fire kept his kettle hot. He kept replenishing 
his mug with green tea, filled with curative antioxidants but enough 
caffeine to keep his eyes pried open. Asher felt his heart and muscles 
relax, and he had the sensation that his blood flowed leisurely. It felt 
like the aftereffects of a sauna followed by deep tissue massage. The last 
time Asher had been pampered like this was with Trevor fifteen years 
before at Ten Thousand Waves in Santa Fe, before the ALS ravished 
Trevor’s body. Asher remembered the fragrance of pinons and juniper 
bushes surrounding the communal tubs. 

The sunrise the following morning was like a flare in a camera 


lens, similar to a photo showing a starburst. 
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Asher went about finding a lime wood tree, perfect for carving. He 
had accumulated a Gouge chisel and whittling knife for his projects. 
His hands had been itching to create. Not having a target gave him 
an inventiveness that his other fix-it endeavors did not allow. The 
combination of carving, whittling, and gouging mesmerized Asher, 
making for a day brimming with calmness. He was being rewarded by 


his gratitude for nature. 
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Chapter 35 
Ned-Then 


During Ned’s recuperation from his stroke, his thoughts went 
to his lack of relationships; he never dated after Betty died, and he 
couldn’t connect with Conner and Millie. Ned’s corrosiveness had 
been inherited by his children. Ned hoped that Conner would find a 
fitting partner, not a fortune hunter, and Ned had seen Millie charm 
a political crowd, even though she failed to win her last election. Yes, 
he had ruined her chances by using Robert, but after sixty years, Millie 
had no one in her life. If she did, Millie had been afraid to bring them 
home. As if she thought Ned would eat them alive. A strong woman, 
still afraid of her father. 

Asher might have been his most important physical relationship. 
Asher had discovered Ned’s long-dormant erogenous zones in the balls 
of his feet, his knees and his spine through massages. But it wasn’t 
sexual. And Ned would never believe that Asher had a hidden agenda -- 
wanting a piece of his portfolio. 

But for unconditional love, that came from Waverly Place itself. 
Each room of the house expressed his personality. The grains on the 
dining room table matched the grains of beef he savored. The library was 
his soul food -- only books he liked, not always valuable or beautifully 
bound. Paintings peppered the walls with urban landscapes -- houses 
that Ned had rehabilitated in the past, not to gentrify neighborhoods 


but homes that sheltered the potential owner with artistic integrity. 
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Ned mixed and matched periods in Waverly Place; Victorian, colonial, 
Craftsman and modern. Time travel between rooms -- sturdy simple 
dark-stained end tables in the living room, a rustic desk in the den with 
log cabin walls from the Civil War period. Ned loved the house and had 
preserved his legacy while he could still appreciate it. 

The furnishings meant nothing to Conner and Millie which 
explained why he wanted the house sold upon his death. He did not 
want the home defiled by Conner or Millie, his own flesh and blood. It 
gave Ned peace of mind because the Waverlys would not be responsible 
for the demise of this precious house. Someone else could be haunted 


by its destruction. The Waverlys had enough curses. 
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Chapter 36 
Riley-Now 


When Riley woke the following morning, he had almost forgotten 
about his arrest and release within the last twenty-four hours. Instead 
of offering his body its needed sustenance, he went in search of Asher. 
Riley had no idea what he would say to Asher as he rehashed potential 
dialogue while he drove. 

No matter how far you run, the police are going to catch up with you, 
especially now that they know your real name. Don’t blame me. I don’t know 
how they figured it out. Look, let’s try to turn you in again. We'll do it 
together this time. Both of us will walk into the police station. 

Or 

I wanted to see you again before you left. I feel like we had unfinished 
business. I hope you realize what you’ve done for me. I never thought I would 
have sex with anyone, let alone a man. And you made me feel attractive. 
I wondered if it was a dream having you in bed with me. I want to give 
you money so you can reestablish yourself somewhere—maybe out of the 
country.” 

On the corner where he turned off the main road, lights were 
flashing behind him. The rear-view mirror reflected a black police car. 
Riley pulled over and became frozen, unable to move, when the officer 
came toward his door and asked to see his registration. His brain was 
fried until... 

“Sir, I asked for your registration.” 


“Just a moment. I need to find it.” 
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Riley felt his stomach lurch as he tried to steady his tremors before 
handing his registration to the officer. 

“Just stay in your car. I need to check something.” 

If he was going to call in and discover that Riley was out on bail, 
then... 

“Sorry I stopped you. There was a hit and run last night with a car 
similar to yours -- a blue Camry. The witnesses didn’t have the license 
plate number.” 

Riley thanked him, and he felt his stomach move back to its 
correct position in his body. Within a mile of the police encounter, 
Riley parked his car and retraced his steps to Asher’s tent. Riley’s 
endorphins were working overtime as he approached. He actually 
expected the void in his life to be filled by Asher. He saw that clothes 
were neatly folded, the futon was made, and a pile of books was stacked 
by the bed, but no Asher. Riley felt empty. How foolish to think Asher 
would be sitting and waiting for him. 

The way Riley had been hammered the previous couple of days 
gave him an incapacitating headache that forced him to lie down on 
Asher’s futon. With Riley’s returned sense of smell, he recognized the 
vanilla scent associated with Asher. Riley’s mother had told him that 
this was why she had fallen in love with his father, a sweet vanilla scent. 
Thinking about his mother helped him sleep hoping he would dream 
about her. Instead, he dreamed about Asher. That Asher had returned 
and cuddled so they could fit on the futon. 

When Riley woke and was held by arms wrapped around his torso, 
he wondered if he was still in his dream. Asher’s large hands released 
themselves and he said, “What a nice surprise to find you sleeping in 
my bed. I had been thinking about you for the last two days. You must 
have been really tired. I thought for sure you would wake up when I 


squeezed into bed with you.” 
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Riley said, “Where have you been? You smell wonderful.” 

Asher, “Don’t joke with me. I know you can’t smell.” 

“No. It came back, and I think it has something to do with you 
taking advantage of an old man. Sex seems to have agreed with me. But 
seriously, I think we need to go over some things.” 

Riley wanted to keep talking, but Asher put his hands over Riley’s 
mouth and said, “I can tell you want to talk, but let’s just enjoy being 
together. We can talk later.” 

When Asher removed his hands, Riley stared into Asher’s 
translucent cobalt eyes as though it were a game to see how long they 
could stare without looking away. Riley won and gently took hold of 
Asher. When their lips connected, Riley cried. 
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Chapter 37 
Millie-then 


Conner had stretched Millie’s hatred into the stratosphere. 
Conner having relations with Asher was the least of his bombshells. 
Hearing Asher’s description of Conner as being handsome punctured 
her self-esteem. The same word he used to compliment her, a lie that 
she believed for years because she wanted to feel beautiful. Conner had 
succeeded in stealing anything she loved -- her mom’s life and Asher’s 
love. The other galling revelation was never telling Asher about AIDS, 
and her realization that if Asher was infected, he could have passed the 
HIV infection on to her. 

Once her anger swamp was drained, Millie strutted to her bedroom 
and snatched the four virus home tests she had previously received in 
the mail. Her ruse was to announce to Ned and Conner that she was 
infected. This declaration would require her two nemeses to get tested. 
But to ensure that their results showed contamination regardless of what 
the actual results were, Millie would perform the procedure herself. 
When Asher would be informed of the outcome, Millie would have him 
tested as well. With the expected results showing Asher to be negative, 
she would insist that he leave. She would say that the Waverlys would 
not want the contagion passed on to Asher. Additionally, to ensure 
that Asher left, Millie would say, “There is a possibility you had a false 
negative reading. What if we have false positives? We don’t want to 
take any chances of reinfection from you. It just makes sense for you to 


wait until we definitely test negative before you return.” 
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With Asher out of the way, she would have free reign to deal with 
Ned and Conner. Plus, her scheme for Asher to take the blame for her 
retribution would become a reality. 

Part one of her plan was to ask Asher to prepare a special dinner. 

“Were going to have a serious private family discussion. I want 
Ned and Conner in a good mood, and filling their stomachs with one 
of your gourmet meals will do that. Once the food is prepared, I’ll take 
care of serving it. You can go work in Ned’s beloved garden. Don’t 
worry, this has nothing to do with you. 

“And Asher, I want you to know how much we appreciate the 
care you have given my father, and how you’ve treated Waverly Place 
so lovingly. You will be justly rewarded. By the way, I know that your 
real name is Garrett, but don’t be concerned; that will be our secret. No 
need to let my father know. I don’t want your job to be at risk. And I 
haven’t decided whether to tell him about you and Conner.” 

Millie relished watching Asher swallow her words of praise for 
caregiving followed by a 180-degree turn as if Asher had been given 
a terminal death diagnosis. Millie enjoyed the ease with which her 
mental gymnastics were putting her plan into action. 

At dinner, Millie broadcasted, “You know, I’ve been feeling a little 
run-down, and I was worried about possibly having the virus. It was 
amazing timing, but the government just sent out home tests. So, I 
used it today and found out that I tested positive. Not sure how this 
happened, since I’m boosted like both of you and still wear a mask for 
the few times I go out. Maybe the vaccine has worn off. Who knows? 
Basically, I am asymptomatic. I’m worried about Asher since he doesn’t 
have the antibodies from the vaccination, and I’m concerned that you 
might also be infected. I want to give you the test right now to just 
check it out. Pll help you with the process. It’s a little tricky, but since 


I’ve done it already, I’ll make sure it’s done correctly.” 
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Ned and Conner looked at one another and tried to comprehend 
Millie’s words. Conner said, “Are you sure these home tests are 
accurate?” 

Millie responded, “Yes, they’re accurate. If anything, a negative 
result is more likely to be erroneous. Here, let me get the tests ready. 
Dad, I am going to do you first.” 

She opened the package and removed the swab stick. 

When Millie saw Ned’s eyes open wide, she said, “Don’t worry, 
Dad. It will just take ten seconds, and it won’t hurt.” 

Ned’s physicality had been compromised from his second stroke, 
and Millie was able to overpower him with her free arm. 

As she stuck the swab up Ned’s nostril, he squirmed and asked her 
to stop. 

“Come on, Dad, it’s almost done. There. I’m finished. We’ll know 
the results in fifteen minutes. Now you, Conner.” 

Conner shook his head, and Millie said, “We have to do this. 
We’re doing this for Asher’s sake. We don’t want to be blamed if he 
gets sick. Look, it may just be me that has it. You and Dad could be 
fine.” 

Conner said, “Can’t I do it myself?” 

“Oh, god! You know how clumsy you are and not really good at 
following directions. Just let me do it!” 

So, she repeated the procedure and after the designated fifteen 
minutes, she looked at the test card. Because she did not respond 
quickly, Conner said, “So what does it say? Don’t keep us in suspense.” 

Ned had fallen asleep in his wheelchair, the aftereffects of the large 
meal and nearing his usual bedtime of eight o’clock in the evening. 

“Well, it came out positive for both of you. That means we all have 
it. We need to check Asher. He’s the most vulnerable. Conner, go find 


him and bring him to the dining room so I can test him?” 


200 


Murber Times Turer: A Waverty Place MYSTERY 


Conner’s face looked twisted; he did not understand Millie’s words 
and was puzzled by Millie’s generous language and tone. “No, I'll wait 
here with Dad, you go bring him in.” 

Millie found a disgruntled Asher standing still in front of the 
outdoor plants. Georgy, Millie’s cat, was scratching at Asher’s long pants. 

“Asher, or should I say Garrett, we need to test you for the virus. 
The three of us are infected.” 

“What! Millie, what’s going on? I don’t have any symptoms.” 

Millie smiled and said, “We’re just looking out for you, Asher. 
People can be asymptomatic and still spread the disease. We’re doing 
this for your own good.” 

“How did you find out about me and Conner and my real name?” 

“I don’t think that’s important. I know everything you said about 
me was a lie. I figured you were a con man. Coerced my father to include 
you in his will.” 

When she came towards him with her open mouth like a rabid 
dog, he tried to prevent her from biting him by putting his hands up. He 
attempted to push Millie away. Georgy had wandered into the scene, 
seemed to assess the situation, and saw Asher not defending himself but 
in an attack mode. She jumped onto Asher’s arm and used her claws on 
him. He did not react to the pain from the deep incision, not wanting 
to give Millie any satisfaction. But a shower of wooziness from the bite 
overwhelmed him enabling Millie to continue with her agenda. 

“Asher, stop being so difficult. It will just take a second for me to 
test you, and then you can go clean up the blood on your arm.” 

After Millie swabbed Asher’s nose for the virus test, he ran off to 
the bathroom and attended to his arm. Fifteen minutes later Millie told 
him, “Good news. You tested negative. I talked it over with Conner, 
and we think you should move out for a couple of weeks until we test 


negative. We’re going to be in quarantine, and this is the best solution.” 
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Asher said, “Can’t I just stay here? If I haven’t caught it by now, 
maybe I’m immune.” 

“No, that isn’t an option. You need to protect yourself.” 

“Where am I going to stay?” 

“T don’t really care. Don’t you have any friends or relatives you can 
stay with? If not, I guess you'll have to stay at a motel. Just be careful. 
You don’t want to get infected.” 

Asher did not answer her and walked away. 

Millie continued to surprise herself with the simplicity in which 
she had blindsided the threesome that had tried to cause her irreparable 
harm. She had to work quickly before Conner or Asher asked too many 


questions. 


202 


Chapter 38 
Riley-Now 


After their physical reconciliation, Riley brought Asher up to date 
on the arrest, bail, and cluelessness about the triple deaths. He asked 
Asher, “Why didn’t you go into the police station as we had planned?” 

“I got scared because of the guns and how they were running 
toward your car. I thought they would be trigger-happy when they saw 
me. I don’t know. I started worrying about the IRS and the Mafia, and 
I keep fantasizing that the murderer will be found. That way you and I 
would be cleared. What about Sofa Investigators? I thought there was a 
chance they were helping.” 

Riley wished he could respond; instead, he took Asher’s hand and 
made Asher’s fingers touch his lips, his cheek, his eyes and his hair 
as though Asher were blind. The awareness of the senses felt more 
intimate than the sexual act. Riley was filled with gratitude that Asher 
had awakened his sense of smell. He thought he had gotten used to 
an odorless world, but now vivid memories of his mother, father and 
brother were restored. 

Later, Asher took Riley on a hike that culminated in an abandoned 
field that felt far from civilization. In the middle of the overgrown 
six-foot-high vegetation was a clearing. Asher had discovered this area 
that looked like a place where an alien ship might land. He told Riley, 
“I love coming here. The peacefulness and otherworldliness. Why don’t 
we mark the space?” 


Asher proceeded to remove their clothes. 
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Making love outdoors may have bruised Riley’s body, but the way 
the air circulated around them felt like they were floating. Riley’s sexual 
side of his identity, his self-confidence and his self-esteem were renewed 
while Asher lay beside him. Those extreme moments of vulnerability 
after reaching orgasm created a mind-body connection; energized, 
happy and content. Good kind of tears came next. 

But reality came roaring back when Riley grabbed Asher’s hand and 
said, “It’s time for us to go back. This time I will be with you all the way.” 

Asher calmly said, “Yes. I agree. I want to do this together. I will 
feel safe with you.” 

While they drove to the station, Riley turned on his iPhone 
and played the most recent episode of Sofa Investigators. With the 
speakerphone, Riley and Asher could both hear the latest news. 

“Hello, my friends. This is Felix, the Cat and the Sofa Investigators 
podcast. We have an update from the autopsy relating to the Waverly 
Place murders. Don’t ask me how I get this stuff. So, listen to this. 
Millie, the older sibling and daughter of Ned, was asthmatic. And 
according to my source, that was the cause of her death. She wasn’t 
a murder victim. Apparently, she had an asthma attack. Her airways 
had gotten blocked, and breathing became impossible. Usually 
having an inhaler would help, so I can only speculate that she was 
incapacitated and couldn’t reach the inhaler, or perhaps the canister 
inside the inhaler was empty. It doesn’t sound like foul play to me. 
So that means we might only have two murders on our hands. Once 
those autopsy reports come back, we should know more. Remember, 
you guys, we need to work together to solve this. Mr. Z seems to be out 
of commission, so I’m relying on you. So, get off your sofas and solve 
this mystery. That’s it from Felix, the Cat. Till our next episode of Sofa 


Investigators.” 
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Asher said, “I think this is good news. Millie wasn’t murdered. I 
assume you are Mr. Z.” 

“Yes, that’s me. I wish I could figure out how Ned and Conner 
died. Damn! I should be able to do this. There has to be something I’m 
missing. That’s what always happens in those mystery novels -- where 
the detective finally figures out who the culprit is. Something so simple 


is missed.” 
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Chapter 39 
Asher-Then 


Despite Millie’s explanation as to why Asher needed to leave, it 
felt to him like an eviction. After he packed enough necessities to last 
for two weeks away from Waverly Place and wrote a note of instructions, 
he masked up and said his goodbyes to Ned and Conner. Ned sat in his 
wheelchair near Asher’s newly completed garden and said, “I may be 
dying, but this garden is thriving. I hope we’re doing the right thing 
sending you away. Millie says it is for the best, but I think it’s only the 
best for her. I didn’t sleep last night, worrying about how I was going to 
get along without you. Who knows, maybe my kids will step up to the 
plate being forced to take responsibility for Waverly Place and for me. I 
doubt it. I have this eerie feeling that something bad is going to happen 
while you’re gone.” 

Conner insisted on a private farewell in his bedroom, but Asher 
would not take the risk of infection, even masked, if Conner wanted 
goodbye sex. Conner compromised and they talked in the halfway-open 
gazebo on the edge of the property. Ned had asked Asher to build a 
gazebo replicating the one in his favorite film, Sound of Music. Ned had 
told him, “I know it is an idealized version of love. I never experienced 
it, but I can live through the characters.” 

Conner’s eyes were swollen with broken vessels. He asked Asher, 
“Were you sleeping with my sister? No, don’t look at me that way. I 
don’t want your explanation. There are things that I’ve wanted to tell 


you, but I just couldn’t bear to have you reject me. Now I wish I had. 
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I don’t want you to hear it from anyone else, especially my sister. I 
want to see your face when I tell you. My father doesn’t know. I’m HIV 
positive. He can never know about this. He has threatened to make me 
leave if I ever got the “gay” disease, but I have to stay if I want my share 
of his inheritance.” 

Asher looked like one of those performers on Hollywood Boulevard 
who remain so still that you believe they are a statue. Ned once again 
proved himself to be a tyrant despite the kindness he had shown Asher. 
The caveat Ned had thrown at Conner about getting AIDS along with 
bribing his children to stay were the stuff of wicked parenting. And 
Conner and Millie had inherited the evil art of persuasion from Ned. 

Conner continued, “I know we’ve been having safe sex, at least 
most of the time. You probably should get tested if you’re worried. I also 
have genital warts, but I haven’t been infectious for a long time, so I 
can’t imagine you getting them. I just wanted to clear the air. I guess we 
both have our share of secrets. I’m such an idiot to think you had real 
feelings for me.” 

Once the veil of shock had lifted, Asher thanked God that they 
had taken precautions. The wasting on Conner’s face should have been 
a clue. 

Asher responded, “Conner, I know you won’t believe me, but 
your sister forced me to have sex. I understand why you withheld the 
information about your health from me. I’m sorry. I think it’s best that 
we just be friends. It will be a healthier relationship. I should be back 
in a few weeks.” 

A bittersweet departure. With all of their dysfunctions, Ned, Millie 
and Conner were his family for the last ten years. Because of Asher’s 
scars from skin cancer, he felt a kinship with their physical deformities; 
Ned’s rosacea, Millie’s port stain, and Conner’s harelip. Each of them 


was marked. 
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Chapter 40 
Riley-Now 


Riley felt like he needed a decongestant to clear his head and 
focus on solving the murders. The advantage of this obsession was that 
it lessened the anxiety about turning himself and Asher over to the 
authorities. Riley could compartmentalize his concern that he had 
disobeyed the rules of being out on bail and was once again harboring 
a perceived criminal. 

Asher asked, “What about calling this Felix, the Cat? If you talked 
it out with him, maybe you could solve the riddle?” 

Felix answered after one ring. He must have recognized the 
incoming phone number. 

“Is this Mr. Z? I thought we had lost you. It’s been a while since 
we’ve heard from you. I assume this isn’t just a friendly call, but that 
you’ve discovered some new information.” 

Riley replied, “Not sure. I just wanted to recap what we know and 
don’t know. I hope that together we can figure this out. I feel like I am 
very close.” 

Felix said, “Sounds good to me. Go ahead with the rehash. If I get 
bored, PII let you know.” 

Riley told his tale and was able to embellish it with Asher’s 
observations about when he found Ned and Conner at Waverly Place. 

“Two things are bothering me,” continued Riley, “First, this thing 
about Millie having an asthma attack -- that this was the cause of death. 


You know her cat, Georgy, was carrying the inhaler when she showed 
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up at my condo. It’s hard for me to believe that the cat was responsible 
for Millie’s death. What do you think?” 

As Riley spoke, Asher tried motioning to Riley, as though he had 
something to add. Riley shushed Asher, not wanting Felix to be aware 
of the passenger in his car. 

Felix said, “Now, didn’t you say you thought the cat had been 
abused? Is it possible that Georgy was taking revenge if Millie was the 
abuser? She could be one smart cat. Can you imagine if Georgy went 
to trial? The first feline to face murder charges! She would need a great 
lawyer to prove it was self-defense!” 

Once they stopped laughing, Riley said, “That still doesn’t explain 
the deaths of Conner and Ned. 

Felix replied, “I don’t know if this is going to help, but my source 
seems to think that Ned and Conner died a few days before Millie. We 
need the rest of the autopsy reports. Hey, Riley, I’ve got another call 
coming in. I appreciate you calling me, and I hope I was some kind of 
help.” 

“Felix, Pm not sure when PII be calling into the podcast, but if 
you can, I want you to do me a favor. If you hear anything, just leave a 
message on my iPhone. I would appreciate it. And thank you for going 
over the case.” 

“No problem. Good luck.” 

Asher asked, “Well, did he help you? I couldn’t tell.” 

“We hit on two things. Does it make sense that her cat, Georgy, 
took Millie’s inhaler?” 

“Her relationship with that cat was weird. And you know when 
Millie found out I was sleeping with her brother, she went ballistic. I 
had heard she had a thing about biting, and right before I left Waverly 
Place, it actually looked like she was going to bite me. I tried to block 


her, and it must have looked like I was attacking her. Georgy went after 
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me with her claws. That’s why I have this nasty scar on my arm. That’s 
the real reason Georgy attacked me.” 

Riley said, “But you weren’t hurting Millie. You know, now that I 
think of it, even if an animal is abused by their master, they still try to 
protect them. What about the insulin bottles?” 

“I showed her how to give the injections to her father and also 
to Conner, whom I would give B-12 injections bi-weekly. He said he 
needed them because he was always tired. It’s no surprise since he was 
HIV positive. Don’t worry, Riley; we practiced safe sex.” 

Riley enjoyed the banter back and forth about the case. Asher was 
a good team player. If Riley ever did this kind of sleuthing full-time, 
having a younger man would be beneficial. The job required physical 
prowess that Riley no longer possessed. Plus, Asher’s skills as Mr. Fixit 
Handyman entailed solving problems, invaluable in this line of work. 
Asher could help him solve cold cases like the unfound arsonist who 
killed his father and brother. 

The idea of having a business partner and a lover at age sixty-one 
was unfathomable a month ago. Riley was getting ahead of himself. 
First, they needed to overcome the legal quagmire. And how long could 
Riley continue to suppress the idea that Asher might have been the 
handyman responsible for the fire? 

Riley felt like a spinning top unable to stop and decide whether 
Asher was innocent or guilty. Riley went back to his detective mode 
and told Asher, “Damn! I feel like we’re going around in circles on 
this. And I just thought of another thing that doesn’t make sense. 
When I was in your room at Waverly Place and I saw your note, I just 
remembered that there were a bunch of inhalers and canisters in your 
room. And Georgy went to the floor of your closet where Ned’s insulin 


and Conner’s pills were stashed.” 
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Asher said, “They all should have been in Millie’s room. I had 
nothing to do with Conner’s pills. And Ned’s insulin needed to be 
within reach if he had an attack. I wonder if someone moved them 
there so I would be charged with murder. That I withheld the inhaler 
and canisters from Millie and that’s why she died. That’s an insane 
idea!” 

Riley said, “Is it?” 

After a moment of silence, Riley said, “You know I forgot to ask 
Felix about fingerprints.” 

Riley stopped mid-sentence as he rolled his car into the police 
station parking lot which was filled forcing him to park at the furthest 
edge of the lot. Only about half of the cars were police automobiles. 
Riley thought it was odd but deduced that a special meeting was 
happening between the police and the public. 

Asher said, “Can we just wait a minute? In fact, why don’t you call 
Felix back? I am curious about the fingerprints too.” 

Riley complied and rang up Felix. 

“Hey Felix, sorry to bother you again. I forgot to ask you. . .” 

Felix interrupted, “I know what you're going to say, and I just got a 
sneak preview of the report about fingerprints. Maybe it’s nothing, but 
Asher’s prints only showed up in his room. It was Millie’s fingerprints that 
were in Conner’s room and Ned’s room. I guess that’s no surprise since 
she was supposed to be taking care of Ned. But the big reveal was that 
the fingerprints of someone named Robert Mansoon showed up. Does 
that name ring a bell? Robert and Asher were both in the database which 
means they probably have some sort of criminal background. I don’t 
think we'll get all the answers until we see the complete autopsy report.” 

Riley wondered if the police were on the verge of finding out that 


Asher slept with the sister and brother. Something else was bothering him. 
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Riley thanked Felix and looked at Asher with raised eyebrows and 
said, “Did you tell me that you showed Millie how to give the insulin 
shots to Ned and the B-12 shots to Conner?” 

“Yes, but Millie asked an odd question about what would happen if 
insulin was accidentally given to someone who wasn’t diabetic. I didn’t 
know, but when I checked the internet, it apparently could be fatal.” 

Riley said, “That is strange. What happened when you told her?” 

Asher did not respond; instead, he was staring at the police station 
as if it were a monolith that could devour him. He had given up paying 
attention to Riley’s words. 

Riley was on information overload anyway, and he held Asher’s 
hand again interlocking their fingers. “Well, it looks like we’re here. 
Are you ready to go in?” 

“Yes. Is there anything I need to worry about? I don’t want to mess 
this up.” 

“No, you’re good. You have a solid story that you aren’t going to 
change. I know this is still scary, but I’m going to be by your side. PIH 
hold your hand. You'll do fine.” 

After a few steps, Asher stopped and said, “You know, I better get 
my hat. I am not usually out during the day and I should use some 
sunblock. Give me your keys and PII get my stuff from the trunk.” 

Riley tossed the keys to Asher who quickly walked back to the car 
and opened the trunk to grab the items. He put on his wide-brimmed 
safari hat and proceeded to spray the sunblock on his face, legs 
and arms. When Riley heard a loud noise coming toward them, he 
instinctively dropped to his knees. But when he looked over at Asher, 
it looked like someone had thrown a pomegranate at him, and a red 
stain was spreading across his chest. A policeman shouted, “Put your 


weapon down.” 
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Once Asher left, Millie regrouped. She felt like her health was 
in peril. Not only was AIDS a possibility, but if Asher tested a false 
negative for the current virus, she could be contaminated by both 
diseases. Her underlying condition of asthma pushed her up the ladder 
of risk even after being vaccinated and boosted. 

If Millie imagined a funeral service, what would they say about her? 

Millie never married, did not have children, became a disgraced 
politician, never fell in love, and treated her father and brother like garbage. 
Millie was petty using excuses about her father playing favorites and her 
brother killing her mother to excuse her retribution. And I’ve heard that once 
her cat stopped giving her unconditional love, she abused the animal. She 
DID solve the homeless problem in Ashton, but that is suspect because she 
moved that defenseless population out of our backyards into another city. 
And, of course, the pandemic undid all of her work. Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot 
to mention her abbreviated Peace Corps involvement, a rare act of being 
unselfish. 

How did this happen to her? Was she a bad seed, or was it just her 
fate to turn out to be a jaded and evil old woman? Millie was tired of 
playing the blame game of being motherless since the age of ten and 
having an ice pick father and weak younger brother with whom she had 
no relationship. Was it her fault that she picked the damaged Robert 
and the fake Asher as her partners? She had had enough. She was 


ready to act. 
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Being able to set up Asher and have him take the fall was the 
only joy she had left. She knew he would run once he realized what 
had occurred at Waverly Place. The man could not risk being found by 
the IRS and the Mafia, let alone the police. Millie ultimately planned 
to sell Waverly Place, the monstrous prison about which her mother 
constantly complained, and become a wealthy woman. She would 
move away from this town where nothing was private. But first, she 
had work to do. The next few days were critical for setting her plans in 
motion. She was on a path of ultimate revenge. 

On the first evening after Asher departed, Millie set out to make 
her father squirm. Just as she tucked Ned into his hospital bed, she 
said, “You know there is another reason why I sent Asher away. I 
thought you should know that his real name is Garrett. He’s been living 
here in hiding for the last ten years. Lying to you about his background. 
The IRS and the Mafia are after him. I just learned about it, otherwise 
I would have told you sooner. And he’s been sleeping with Conner. He 
even tried to abuse me.” 

Ned stared at Millie and yelled out, “I don’t believe you! He was a 
devoted worker and caregiver!” 

“Dad, you never know about people. I’m just glad he’s out of our 
lives, and you should be too.” 

“How could you say that! You don’t have any proof!” 

“Actually, I do.” 

She had an envelope in her hand and showed it to her father. It 
was documentation and pictures from an investigator that she herself 
had hired. Ned’s head slumped after reading the details. As predicted, 
he was devastated by the news. 

The following morning, Millie continued with her devious plot. 


She checked on the insulin dosages in Ned’s bedroom while he was 
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engaged in the garden. She wanted to be sure that there were sufficient 
vials. She grabbed some and then went to Conner’s room. 

As usual, he was on his stationary rowing machine and lifting 
weights with little to show for it except that his legs remained muscular. 
Once the pandemic bludgeoned the world, Conner’s face had shrunken. 
Not that she cared, but she assumed his AIDS cocktail was assaulting 
his body. Millie had knocked on the door and asked, “Hey, can you keep 
Dad company in the garden? I think he feels bad that Asher is gone. 
Maybe you could read to him. That’s something Asher used to do.” 

Conner turned robotic, got up, walked away from his machines 
and went downstairs to the garden. Millie was now free to continue 
with her diabolical master plan. She searched for Conner’s B-12 
injections and took them into the bathroom. She emptied the bottles 
and replaced the contents with the insulin. Then Millie switched 
and placed the B-12 into the empty insulin vials. And as an added 
insurance, she grabbed Conner’s AIDS pills. 

She then took the insulin vials, B-12 bottles and pills and placed 
them all in Asher’s bedroom. The loose slats on the floor of his cedar 
closet would be a discoverable secret place. Millie had found the spot 
because Georgy hoarded shiny objects there. Georgy would lead the 
police directly to the incriminating evidence. Millie wanted the police 
to think Asher was concealing evidence. She saved one switched B-12 
bottle and insulin vial to be administered that evening. And finally, 
Millie took a number of her inhalers and transferred them to Asher’s 
bureau. When the police would find the inhalers in Asher’s room, 
wouldn’t it give them proof that Asher wanted to murder her? She had 
not had an asthma attack in months, but she wanted one inhaler by her 
bed in case of an emergency. Her meticulous planning could not leave 


any room for error. 
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Millie spent the rest of the day dreaming about what the next phase 
of her life would be like. With the pandemic becoming less threatening, 
Millie planned to buy a first-class Worldwide Air (WWA) plane ticket 
for $100,000. With unlimited stops good for one year, Millie could 
knock off bucket list countries like Iceland and the hidden gems of 
the South Pacific -- the hundred islands of Tuvalu for snorkeling to 
candy-hued coral reefs and the Marshall Islands for viewing shipwrecks. 
After being cooped up in Waverly Place for two years, her wanderlust 
could be satisfied. 

Even though her mother made Millie promise to visit at least one 
hundred countries before she became an old lady, Millie never had the 
money, was busy with politics, or was fearful that her asthma would 
defeat her. Finally, Millie would have no excuse to procrastinate. 

At dinner time, Conner wheeled Ned into the dining room. 
Without Asher, food preparation would become Conner’s responsibility. 
But still numb from finding out about Asher’s conjugal visits with 
Millie, Conner left his father and walked upstairs as though he were 
in a trance. His body needed to follow his AIDS medication regimen. 

Ned hollered, “Where are you going, and where is my dinner? You 
know I’m diabetic. I need to eat.” 

Conner ignored his father as he looked for his three-times-a-day 
drug in his bedroom. 

“Hey, Millie. Have you been in my room? I can’t find my medica- 
tion. I know I left it here. It’s always in the same place, and I’m too tired 
to look for it.” 

Millie appeared instantly as if she had been waiting in the hall for 
him to call her. 

She said, “Isn’t it time for your B-12 injection? That must be why 


you’re so exhausted. I’ll give that to you right now.” 
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Conner accepted her decision as if he were a patient and Millie 
his doctor. 

Millie found the injectable and looked like she was checking to 
see that it was the correct dosage. It was intramuscular so Millie chose 
the thigh where Conner had the biggest concentration of muscle. As 
the needle entered Conner and he winced, Millie kept a close watch. 
And when he said, “This is so strange. I usually have a burst of energy 
when I get the shot, but I feel even more tired now. I’m going to skip 
dinner and take a nap.” 

Millie smiled acknowledging to herself that the insulin must be 
working. Would he be dead by morning? 

Just as Conner started to fall asleep, Millie heard her father, 
“Where is everyone? I want my dinner now. I think my sugars are 
crashing. It will be your fault, Millie, if I go into a coma. Get down here 
now. I don’t know where your lazy brother is.” 

His grating voice made Millie want to grab him and shut him up. 

Millie closed Conner’s bedroom door and went downstairs. She 
looked at Ned and said, “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t realize that Conner left 
you alone. You know, let me get you something to eat. You’ve been 
so good today; you deserve a special treat. I’ll put your dinner in the 
microwave; it will be ready in less than five minutes.” 

Ned grunted. Since Ned’s vocabulary excluded, “thank you,” 
maybe a grunt would be all that could be expected from him. 

She returned carrying a plate that she had prepared of macaroni 
with white cheddar cheese and smoked bacon. A good combination 
with enough salt and fat to cause a stroke, and an abundance of 
carbohydrates for Ned to go into a diabetic coma. Without his insulin 
injection, Ned could be dead in just a few hours. By the time Ned 
finished his unhealthy meal, he was slumped in his wheelchair. Millie 
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took him upstairs, moved him into his hospital bed, and closed his 
bedroom door. Millie did not want to be disturbed by her father 
screaming for help. 

As she walked away, she had almost forgotten about giving Ned 
his insulin shot that was filled with B-12 and returned to his room. She 
thought This will really sink Asher. The police will discover that he not 
only withheld insulin but would find that he had given Ned B-12 as a 
placebo. A devilish scheme of switching injections so that Conner got 
the insulin instead. Based on what Asher had found on the internet, 
Conner would go into insulin shock and lose consciousness. 

By morning, both would be dead, permanently disposed of. Asher 
would be accused of murder. There would be enough evidence to 
convict a fleet of killers! And all of Ned’s cash and property would be 
Millie’s. That evening, she slept and dreamt of her mother, no longer 
angry about being abandoned or hating Conner, her father and Asher. 
Each would now pay his debt in full. The peace she sought had arrived. 

Normally she slept sitting up rather than lying flat on her back 
which could trigger an asthma attack. The result was never having a 
sound sleep but, on this night, when she knew that Conner and Ned 
would not be waking up in the morning, Millie slept flat resulting in an 
unencumbered eight hours. 

The novelty of waking up refreshed continued her trajectory 
of happiness. Having her mother’s photographs on the wall helped 
continue the good vibrations from her dreams as she got out of bed. 
When she had dreamed about her mother in the past, Millie hated to 
wake up wanting the dream to continue. But this morning, she felt 
that her mother was buried deep within herself. 

Millie felt Georgy’s fur on her legs. She typically shooed her away, 
but this morning she allowed herself to enjoy the tactile sensation of 


another being. As Millie walked out of her room, she was suddenly 
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bombarded by congestion, throat irritation, and a tightness in her 
chest. Millie’s heart was speed racing. This was a full-throttle asthma 
attack, and she reversed course to find her inhaler. She saw the canister 
but needed her inhaler to fill her lungs. 

Where is it? Damn, I never should have moved all of them to Asher’s 
room. I know I left one for an emergency. Oh, god, I can’t breathe! This 
isn’t a usual attack! Shit! I never should have slept lying flat. What’s that in 
Georgy’s mouth? It’s my inhaler! 

“Damn you, Georgy! Give it back! Don’t run away! I’m going to 
kill you! You stupid animal!” 

Millie tried to grab the cat, but Georgy scurried out of the room. 
Millie collapsed on the floor. Her lungs were filling with fluid, and she 
was drowning. With her last ounce of energy, she spotted her iPhone 
and randomly pressed one of her contacts. But before she could speak, 
the phone slipped out of her hand, and she became aware of a presence 
in the room. It was Robert come to save her! Without any breath, she 
whispered, “Robert, I need my inhaler. It’s in Asher’s room. Hurry, or 


” 


I’m going to die! ... Why are you standing there? . . . Robert, help me! 
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The way Asher collapsed after being shot was like he was dissolving 
into the asphalt. Riley ignored the police shouting about putting his 
hands up and dropping his weapon because neither Asher nor Riley 
had any weapons in their possession. Riley screamed, “He’s shot; get an 
ambulance!” 

Riley cradled Asher’s head and whispered, “Hang on. An ambu- 
lance should be coming soon. You’re going to be fine, my love.” 

The tranquility in Asher’s eyes frightened Riley as if Asher had 
accepted his fate. Riley was hoping a transference of strength could take 
place between himself and Asher. 

He refused to look at the red stains on Asher’s shirt, not wanting 
to recognize the damage. He could not do CPR because it might injure 
Asher’s heart. He attempted to do mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but 
the amount of blood in Asher’s mouth made that ineffective. Riley 
needed his strength to keep Asher alive. Tears would only deplete 
Riley’s energy. If he could swap places with Asher, he would. If he could 
transfuse his own blood immediately, he would. If he could have time 
back up five minutes, he would. But all the strength in the world.... 

When the ambulance arrived and Riley asked to ride with Asher, 
the officer said, “No, you are under arrest. You are not going anywhere 


but jail.” 
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Riley kept screaming, “I have to go with him! He’s dying! He’s my 
lover!” until his throat felt like he had swallowed broken glass, but the 
policemen had become nameless and callous. 

Riley was handcuffed and taken into custody. He forfeited a call 
to his attorney, Marvin, and instead called Ashton Hospital to find out 
the status of Asher. 

“Is this family? We can only give out information to family mem- 
bers or designated people listed in the man’s medical directive.” 

Riley said, “I’m his father.” 

“Sir, I’m sorry. We can’t just take your word for it. This man is 
under arrest. I’m going to have to talk to the authorities before I release 
anything. I am so sorry. I could get fired. I think the man is in surgery. 
That’s all I can say.” 

Riley was afraid to acknowledge relief not knowing the serious- 
ness of Asher’s injuries. Why had Riley allowed himself to become 
a non-believer? Without the tools to pray, he had nothing. Wishing 
and hoping were meaningless. Fate and destiny were useless ideas. 
Riley questioned why this potential loss felt so important. This was 
worse than the deaths of his father and brother who were killed by an 
unknown arsonist or the death of his mother. He worried that he was so 
shallow that just because he had had sex with Asher, this made Asher’s 
possible death so much more painful. 

His turbulent thoughts kept him occupied in an out-of-body 
state until it felt like he had found his spotlight in a play, and with all 
attention on Riley, he would reveal the answer to the mystery. When 
he was stumped during his fraud investigator years, he would use a 
technique of self-hypnosis to solve cases. Not only was it calming but it 


gave him the ability to change perceptions. 
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The trauma of finding Ned, Conner and Millie dead had clouded 
his thinking. He needed to recycle the facts. The revelation that Ned 
and Conner had died before Millie gnawed at him. The knowledge 
that Millie’s death was the result of Georgy stealing her inhaler was 
significant. If Asher or this Robert were the killer, it made no sense that 
they would murder Ned and Conner yet let Millie die of asthma. Too 
risky. What if she survived and could identify the slaughterer? Tried to 
call 911? 

But what about Millie being the assassin? That strange question 
she had asked Asher about the effect of insulin on a non-diabetic. 
Why couldn’t she have injected insulin into Conner and withheld it 
from Ned? She had motive -- anger at Conner for sleeping with Asher. 
Maybe she thought that offing her father and brother would mean that 
she would inherit Ned’s estate. And was it such a crazy idea that the 
insulin, B-12 and inhalers were hidden in Asher’s room? Millie could 
have been setting Asher up to take the fall. 

Through the bars of his cell, he hollered, “Officer, I think I’ve 
figured out the triple murder! I want to share it with the detective on 
the case. I think Millie gave Conner an overdose of insulin and because 
of his compromised immune system he died. And Ned died from having 
had his insulin withheld. And I guess you could call it justice -- Millie 
died of an asthma attack. The cat had taken her inhaler and she lost 
consciousness being unable to breathe. Plus, it looks like Millie moved 
extra inhalers, insulin, Conner’s pills and B-12 into Asher’s bedroom 
so the murders would be pinned on him. And so he was sent away 
unnecessarily. Please contact my attorney.” 

Upon completion of his hypothesis, Riley felt like his spotlight 
had dimmed and sapped his energy. Despite the personal satisfaction of 


solving the mystery, if Asher did not survive, it would have been futile. 
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Riley drifted off to semi-consciousness and fitful sleep only to be 
awakened the next morning by, “Let’s go. You’re being released. Charges 
are being dropped. You're free to go.” 

Riley slapped himself thinking he was in a dream, but the sound 
of screeching metal as his cell door was opened meant Riley was in real 
time. But each step Riley took felt shaky, that his reality could turn into 
a nightmare, until a burst of strength helped his stride. 

His attorney, Marvin, greeted him before he exited the police 
station. Marvin tried to speak, but Riley stopped him and said, “I don’t 
care about how you got me out or anything about the case. All I want 
to know is: how is Asher?” 

“He is in very critical condition and he’s already had one surgery 
and another is taking place today. It’s a complicated procedure that will 
take a number of hours. The top heart specialist is there so Asher is in 
good hands. Once we get out of here, PI drive you to the hospital, and 
you can talk to the doctor.” 

Riley told the atheist in him to shut the fuck up. Riley may not 
have prayed but some force was out there helping him and might even 
be able to save Asher. 

Once they left the station and Riley unwound, he asked Marvin 
the million-dollar question about whether his hypothesis was correct, 
and if that was why Riley, and maybe Asher, were exonerated. 

“Yes, since Asher wasn’t responsible for the deaths, you weren’t 
harboring a criminal. Even Asher’s fugitive-looking status has been 
forgiven. Congrats! It seems that you figured it out before the police 
did. A couple of things you didn’t know about -- no one had the virus. 
It was a ruse by Millie to get Asher to leave so she could murder her 
brother and father. They want to talk to this Robert character to see why 
his fingerprints were in Waverly Place. And to complicate things, they 
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believe Robert was responsible for reporting you to the police and 
telling them that you were harboring a criminal.” 

As they walked toward Marvin’s car, it felt like an apparition of 
Asher was following Riley, a warmth and a familiar smell. Riley would 
not let the universe prevent him from sharing his good news with Asher 
along with his plans to pay off Asher’s debt to the IRS and the Mafia. 
Asher just needed to... 

At the hospital, Riley quickened his pace, and once he entered, 


the welcoming attendant gave him hope. 
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